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ABSTRACT
Campbell, Robert, Howe. Ed.D. The University of Memphis. May 2014. The Role of
Service Learning in Developing Spirituality and Transforming Students. Major
Professor:Mullins-Nelson.

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of a small group of adult
students who participated in service learning throughout the course of a summer at the
Hinton Rural Life Center in Hayesville, North Carolina. The transformations in how
these students came to understand their spirituality that came about as a result of their
service work were of particular interest. Did engaging in service learning change how the
students perceived spirituality? Did participation lead to changes in assumptions or
beliefs? Did service learning alter how the students made sense of themselves, the world
around them and the connections between the two? To what did the students attribute
those transformations? Theoretical perspectives and research from both the fields of
service learning and spirituality and its relationship to higher education provided a
foundation for the study.
A form of qualitative methodology known as photo-elicitation was used.
Photographs taken by the participants, as well as semi-structured, in-depth interviews
served as the primary data sources for the project. A reflexive journal kept by the
researcher was also analyzed and triangulated with the other data sources. Inductive
analysis was employed to develop themes from the data.
Seven themes emerged from the data that encapsulated the transformations in how
the participants understood their spirituality: spirituality as relationship and community;
spirituality as teaching or learning; spirituality as the act of creating; spirituality as
encountering difference; spirituality as nature; spirituality as existential connection; and,
vii

spirituality as consciousness. Three main catalysts were identified by the participants that
helped enable those changes: being exposed to difference; experiencing or witnessing
significant community; and, intentionally reflecting. Two overarching categories that
subsumed these themes and influences were experience and making meaning. Other
patterns that were also evident in the data were: spirituality as storytelling; spirituality in
the mundane; spirituality as surprise; and, spirituality as intuition.
All participants reported transformations in how they came to understand and
describe their sense of spirituality as a result of engaging in their summer of service
learning. Participants also identified the work of service learning as spiritual in and of
itself.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
In 1938, educator and philosopher Dewey wrote “I assume that amid all
uncertainties there is one permanent frame of reference: namely, the organic connection
between education and experience” (p. 25). Though Dewey did not know it at the time,
he was laying the foundation for what has become known in contemporary circles of
adult and higher education as service learning. In recent years, service learning has
become an increasingly popular phenomenon on North American college and university
campuses. According to Saltmarsh (2005), “support for service learning and other civic
engagement activities in higher education is stronger now than at any other time in
history” (Civic Engagement and Service Learning, para. 4). Welch and Koth (2009)
concur, stating that “over the past 25 years, the prevalence of service-learning on college
and university campuses has grown exponentially” (p. 5). Moreover, Campus Compact,
the primary organization attempting to work with presidents of colleges, universities and
community colleges as they seek to guide their campuses towards becoming agents of
change in their respective local communities, enjoys a membership of well over 1,100
institutions (Campus Compact, 2013, “Who We Are,” para. 1). Smith (2008) refers to
service learning as “one of the most pervasive education innovations of the past
generation” (p. 5). But given its increasing popularity, what exactly is service learning?
One primary way theorists and researchers have sought to define service learning
is by distinguishing it from volunteerism or community outreach. Seider, Rabinowicz,
and Gillmor (2012) assert that “community service can be defined broadly as any type of
volunteer work” as opposed to service learning that must inherently involve meeting
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identified needs in the community combined with identified learning objectives and
intentional reflection on the part of those who engage in it (p. 448). They go on to explain
that “a number of scholars have reported that the most effective community servicelearning programs couple community service with reflective and academic experience
that help participating students think beyond their individual actions and consider the
larger structural issues that have necessitated the volunteer work” in the first place (p.
450). You and Rud (2010) agree, asserting that “reflection is the soul of service learning
because it connects service with learning and maximizes the effects of both (p. 40).
Moreover, proponents of service learning underscore the fact that it is not a handout.
Scharff (2009) maintains that “each individual, group, and agency involved in a service
learning project is both teacher and student. Service learning is not charity. There is no
room for paternalism when the recipient of services…serves as teacher for the service
providers” (p. 82).
Although some discrepancy remains, Ottenritter (2004) underscores the
commonly understood core components of a model for service learning. She explains that
“service learning is a form of experiential education that combines community service
with classroom instruction and focuses on critical reflective thinking as well as on
personal and civic responsibility” (Service Learning, para. 1). Stenhouse and Jarrett
(2012) define it in a similar way, stating that “service learning combines service with
community connections and academic applications, enhancing students’ academic growth
as well as encouraging community awareness and social action skill development” (p.
52). Butin (2003) concurs, stressing that one of the model’s defining characteristics is
that it highlights the often ignored relationship between good scholarship on campus and
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good work in the community beyond. Expanding this understanding, Ehrlich (1996)
writes that,
Service-learning is the various pedagogies that link community service and
academic study so that each strengthens each other. The basic theory of servicelearning is Dewey’s: the interaction of knowledge and skills with experience is
key to learning. Students learn best not by reading the Great Books in a closed
room but by opening the doors and windows of experience. Learning starts with a
problem and continues with the application of increasingly complex ideas and
increasingly sophisticated skills to increasingly complicated problems. (p. xi)
Given these definitions, what does service learning purport to accomplish?
Many educators have touted the benefits that can come from this teaching and
learning model. For instance, Scharff (2009) underscores the connection between service
learning and leadership development, noting that “by combining both service and
academics and casting participants as both teacher and learner, service learning provides
a dynamic field for learning while also allowing students to work constructively to solve
real-world problems” (p. 94). Bringle and Steinberg (2010) point to a link between
service learning and raising awareness to issues surrounding diversity, stressing that
“service learning is seen as a pedagogy that makes diversity issues particularly salient to
students by placing them in community environments in which they interact with persons
who are different from themselves in terms of racial, economic, religious, or other
background characteristics” (p. 434).
Furthermore, Butin (2003) writes that “service learning is seen to enhance student
outcomes (cognitive, affective, and ethical), foster a more active citizenry, promote a
scholarship of engagement among teachers and institutions, support a more equitable
society, and reconnect…schools with their local communities” (para. 3). In a later article,
Butin (2005) asserts that service learning,
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Forces us to think of teaching and learning as something more than a timeconstrained, textbook-driven, teacher-centered, theory-laden, and boundary-bound
interaction with academic content knowledge. Teaching and learning become
deeply lived and forcefully felt encounters that allow us to confront who we are
and want to be as teachers and learners. Teaching and learning through servicelearning in this way has no choice but to make a difference. (p. 7)
Finally, Welch and Koth (2009) write, “initially conceived in the 1980s as a means to
engage what we perceived to be a self-absorbed ‘me generation’ of college students in
service to society, service-learning has now become a tool to address a host of learning
outcomes, including critical thinking skills, career exploration…[and]…moral
development” (p. 6).
However, though each of these potential outcomes of service learning are
laudable and important, many educators and practitioners have increasingly stressed the
need to look towards service learning as a means for bringing about fundamental
transformation in how post-secondary students understand themselves, the world around
them, and the inherent connection between the two. For example, Welch and Koth (in
press) write that as they have listened to adult learners describe their experience with
engaging in service learning, “it is common to hear participants…share, ‘something
significant happened’ (p.3). Continue Welch and Koth (in press),
As students and instructors grapple with articulating this phenomenon, the nature
of their descriptions often suggests both personal transformation and a
transcendence of the self. These individuals become aware of something ‘bigger’
– not only bigger than earning a grade or meeting the instructional objectives of a
course – but something bigger than their sense of self. (p. 3)
Similarly, Ostrow (2004) maintains his belief that “the difference with service-learning is
the possibility of developing an active concern for the social problems of the day, as well
as an enduring, habitual sense of effective positive change in the world, within the
context of exercising an academic imagination” (p. 68). Along a similar vein, Scharff
4

(2009) contends that “service learning is a pedagogy designed to transform students by
combining social activism with academics….The result is dynamic curriculum and
programming that has the potential to radically change lives” (p. 81).
What these educators are really talking about is using service learning as an
educational and a relational tool that equips adult students for fundamental
transformations in how they understand themselves as persons and as citizens and in how
they view their responsibility to engage and foster change in the lives of others who coinhabit a hurting and unjust world in dire need of their help. As Welch and Koth (2009)
put it, “service-learning includes the key characteristic of being relational by responding
to human and community needs. In fact, engaging in relationships with ‘the other’ may
be the core element of the service-learning process” (p. 6).
Interestingly enough, however, this inherent connection between a sense of
personal identity and a sense of responsibility to the larger world has increasingly
become understood by contemporary college students not only in social, political or civic
terms, but also in terms of spirituality (Chickering, 2006; Dalton, 2006; Groen & Jacob,
2006; Lamberton, 2012; Stamm, 2006a; Stamm, 2006b; Welch & Koth, 2009). Contend
Welch and Koth (in press), “spirituality is becoming linked with service-learning as more
and more students and instructors are characterizing their experiences through this type of
pedagogy as a spiritual experience” (p. 4). Although students on today’s college and
university campuses have been looking to their institutions of higher education to provide
opportunities to deepen and broaden this growing understanding of spirituality,
institutions have fallen far short in this endeavor (Astin, et al., 2011; “Attending to
Students’ Inner Lives,” 2011; Chickering, 2006; Lamberton, 2012).
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Educators and researchers have underscored the need for greater awareness of
spirituality within the context of higher education and for the strengthening of
pedagogical models such as service learning which can best facilitate that awareness
(Astin et al., 2011; Astin, 2004; Chickering, 2006; Lamberton, 2012; Tisdell, 2003). For
instance, Bryant (2011) maintains that “college and university administrators and faculty
would do well to provide opportunities for students’ spiritual expression. When religion
and spirituality are a salient part of campus life in general and classroom and faculty
interactions in particular, students develop pluralistic-mindedness” (p. 456). Similarly,
Brimhall-Vargas and Clark (2008) assert that “the development of spirituality in
education has the potential to breathe new life into civic engagement, and at the same
time…to impact the individual student…by inciting within her or him ‘metanoia’ – a
deep change of mind” (p. 57). Moreover, Welch and Koth (2009) contend that “the
process and practice of service-learning in an academic classroom or co-curricular setting
becomes a powerful tool to engage students in rigorous intellectual and spiritual
formation…which leads to an integrative learning process of great power” (p. 8).
Statement of the Problem
Though it seems that there has been a growing consensus as to the beneficial
outcomes of both service learning and spirituality within the context of higher education,
there has also appeared to be a concurrent, growing consensus that more research is
needed to assess how the practice of service learning is reaching its goals. Comments
Butin (2003), “…although researchers have begun to articulate what positive outcomes
may accrue from service learning, there is almost no solid research on how such
outcomes occur” (Limited Evidence for Defining Best Practices, para. 1). Bringle and
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Steinberg (2010) agree, noting that “although the use of service learning as pedagogy in
higher education…has blossomed over the past 20 years, there is an acute need for high
quality research on service learning outcomes across institutions, faculty, students, and
communities” (p. 437). Weatherford, Owens, Weatherford, and Fisk (2003) concur,
calling not only for additional research, but for research that is better suited for the
complex issues that service learning seeks to address. They explain that,
Often practitioners are reluctant to spend time trying to convince others that
service learning works because they ‘already know it works’. They see it
working everyday…however…in an attempt to provide such evidence,
practitioners have tried using measures such as standardized test scores to study
the impact of service learning. The results and misunderstandings are similar
to those that occurred when researchers used standardized tests to measure the
impact of Head Start….There are too many intervening factors, and the
measurement misses the main areas of impact.…The challenge is finding
effective ways to demonstrate the impact or to tell the story that matters.
(Background, para. 3)
Similar to the need for further research regarding service learning outlined above,
researchers have also underscored the need for research that seeks to explore the
emphasis adult learners are placing on their evolving understandings of spirituality (Astin
et al., 2011; Lamberton, 2012; Welch & Koth, 2009). “Despite the extraordinary amount
of research that has been done on the development of college students – more than five
thousand studies in the past four decades – very little systemic study has been done on
students’ spiritual development” (“Attending to Students’ Inner Lives,” 2011, p. 2).
Mayhew (2004) agrees, pointing out that although there is certainly a recent increase in
the connection being made between spirituality and higher education, few studies have
been carried out that actually explore that connection. Mayhew attributes this in part to
the fact that, like the nature of the transformations that can come about from engaging in
service learning, spirituality is a difficult and complicated concept to define and engage.
7

Further research must be designed in such a way that this complexity can be addressed
adequately and meaningfully.
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions
In response to this need for a different kind of research regarding the connections
between service learning, spirituality, and higher and adult education, this project
employs a phenomenological design, grounded in qualitative methodology and informed
by a Constructivist framework. As such, the primary purpose will be to explore the
experiences of a small group of adult students who participated in service learning
throughout the course of a summer. More specifically, the transformations in how these
students understand their own sense of spirituality that may come about as a result of
their service work will be of particular interest. For example, does engaging in service
learning change how a student defines or understands spirituality? Does participation lead
to changes in assumptions or belief systems? Does service learning change how students
make sense of themselves, the world around them, and the connection between the two?
To what do the students attribute these transformations?
Using a form of qualitative methodology known as photo-elicitation, I will
conduct interviews with a group of undergraduate and graduate students who worked as
staff in an intensive service-learning summer program at the Hinton Rural Life Center in
Hayesville, North Carolina. More information on the Hinton Center will be provided in
the Methodology section. These students led work crews composed of youth and adults
from around the United States in refurbishing the houses of low-income families who
were either physically or financially unable to complete the work themselves. The
students also participated in weekly discussions on issues related to poverty, social
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justice, and diversity, as well as how these issues could be viewed through the lens of
spirituality. The summer staff experience for these students was couched within an
academic framework, where the reading of a common text, critical reflection, journaling,
and discussion occurred.
Because the notion of seeing education in general and service learning in
particular as a means for student transformation has developed out of a several
philosophical and pedagogical contexts, it will be helpful to first explore the influences
that have provided a foundation from which the contemporary practice of service learning
has evolved. Specifically, the work of Dewey (1938) and the larger movement of
Progressive Adult Education will be examined. The current field of transformational
learning as typified by Mezirow (2000) and Freire (1970) will likewise be discussed.
Also, since proponents of service learning have pointed to the developmental growth that
may occur for students cognitively, emotionally, and ethically, these influences will also
be briefly discussed. With this general groundwork being laid, attention will then be
turned to exploring the notion of spirituality and its connection to the field of higher
education.
The findings from this research will contribute to the growing body of literature
on using service learning as a pedagogical model in adult education. Although many
aspects within this area could be examined, this project will look especially at the
experiences of these students who participated in service learning, exploring the changes
and transformations in how they understand their spirituality which may arise as a result
of their participation. As such, the findings will be of interest to those who plan, practice
and research the nature and implications of service learning in adult education, as well
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those who seek to weave issues regarding spiritual growth into the fabric of adult
learning.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
The amount of material that has been written about service learning in adult
education is massive. Furthermore, as the interest in the practice of service learning has
continued to grow, the complexity contained within that body of knowledge has become
increasingly formidable and challenging. However, while the diverse and numerous
components of service learning as a teaching and learning model are certainly interconnected, this research project is especially concerned with service learning as a
crucible for growth and transformation within an adult student’s spiritual life.
Consequently, the first part of the literature review focuses on the historical and
contemporary understandings of how this kind of transformation comes about, the
consequences for those who embrace such an understanding and a review of the recent
research that has sought to elucidate these kinds of changes. Specifically, the following
questions are explored:


What are the historical and philosophical roots linking the aims of adult education
to the outcome of growth and transformation among students?



What do contemporary transformational and developmental learning theorists
have to say about this relationship?



What are the potential risks for students, faculty, and post-secondary institutions
that practice and foster service learning?



Finally, what insights have been provided by research within the field of service
learning that shed light on how transformation occurs in the lives of students?
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Historical and Philosophical Roots: The Progressive Education Movement
As is the case with service learning in general, much has been written about its
contextual origins. Though many influences could be noted, the person of Dewey (1938)
and the movement of Progressive Education stands out as being especially influential.
Within Dewey’s extensive philosophy about education, several points seem salient in
laying the groundwork for contemporary notions of service learning as a tool for
transformation. First and foremost is Dewey’s belief that education is not only for the
betterment of the individual but also for the betterment of the society as a whole. As
Harkavy and Benson (1998) comment, it is Dewey’s contention that “the fundamental
purpose of knowledge is to improve human welfare” (p. 11). The way for such
improvement to happen, states Dewey, is to foster democratic values, both within
educational institutions and throughout society as whole. In order for this to occur within
institutions, Dewey argues that students should have control over their curriculum and an
active say in what meaning they glean from it. Dewey also asserts that the primary means
by which students should exercise this freedom is by engaging themselves in the
continual challenge of confronting and learning from the real problems of the world that
lie outside the walls of the campus. Explain Harkavy and Benson,
Genuine learning, according to Dewey, only occurs when human beings focus
their attention, energies, and abilities on solving genuine dilemmas and
perplexities – and when they reflect on their experience and, therefore, increase
their capacity for future intelligent thought and action. Intelligence does not
develop simply as a result of action and experience, it develops as a result of
reflective action and experience. (p. 16)
This intentional, spiraling movement between a student’s external and internal
worlds is fundamental for Dewey and for his contention that “everything occurs within a
social environment” (as cited in Grady, 2003, p.2). Dewey believes that as students
12

continue to engage this tension between the increasing complexity of the world’s social
issues and their increasing ability to meet them, students will come to trust their own
experience, to embrace the wisdom derived from it, and to chart the course of their own
continued learning. Clearly for Dewey, this is a life-long process, holding firm to the fact
that “the starting point of experiential education is not the organized knowledge of the
adults” (as cited in Grady, 2003, p. 7).
If institutions could empower students to approach their education in this way,
believes Dewey (1938), then a parallel process would happen as those students went on
to approach their lives in society. Elias and Merriam (2005) explain that in Dewey’s
vision, “democratic societies were intentionally progressive and aimed at a greater variety
of mutually shared interests. Greater freedom was allowed its members and therefore
there was a need to develop a social consciousness in individuals. Thus for Dewey a
democratic society was committed to change” (p. 55). Elias and Merriam go on to stress
that Dewey contends “a democratic education will produce a society that is constantly in
a state of greater growth and development” (p. 55).
Though Dewey’s (1938) philosophy certainly typifies fundamental beliefs that
have come to support the contemporary practice of service learning as a model for
transformation, the larger movement of Progressive Adult Education is also largely
responsible for these beliefs as well. With the dawning of this movement in the late
1800’s comes a significant shift in the thinking of educators during that time period. As
Elias and Merriam (2005) describe, “reason, experience, and feeling began to replace
tradition, faith and authority as the chief ways of arriving at truth and value” (p. 52). No
longer was knowledge solely delivered from behind the podium of learned professors.
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Practitioners began to shift the focus of education from the teacher to the learner, namely
to the experience of the learner. As Progressive educator Lindeman (1961) writes, “The
resource of highest value in adult education is the learner’s experience. If education is
life, then life is also education….experience is the adult learner’s living textbook” (p. 6).
Consequently, students began to entertain the notion that just maybe, “there are no
absolutes in knowledge or in morality” (Elias & Merriam, 2005, p. 54).
Also, a concurrent educational shift in focus begins to occur during the late 1800s
from the school being seen as the only context for learning to the larger community being
viewed as a classroom (Elias & Merriam, 2005). Out of this shift came the Community
Education movement that continues today. Both this movement and service learning echo
the call to strengthen the bridge for students between school and community.
Another primary change that began to take place in the Progressive Adult
Education movement that has significantly fueled the transformational undercurrent in
contemporary service learning pedagogy is a tension between readying students for
society and putting them at odds with it. Contrary to the ideas of Liberal Education that
prevailed at the time, “Progressives believed that the function of education was not
merely to prepare learners for fitting into the existing society, but also to educate persons
who would be interested in changing society” (Elias & Merriam, 2005, p. 72). The
Progressive movement as a whole witnessed the harsh reactions and condemnations that
living and working out of a belief in this tension could bring, a topic that will be visited
later in the literature review. Interestingly enough, however, one such criticism noted by
Elias and Merriam is that the Progressive “view of education and human life appears too
optimistic in its failure to take account of the tragic in life” (p. 81). It seems that in this
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instance, contemporary transformational service learning may have outgrown its roots.
Not only does the model particularly emphasize acknowledging the ‘tragic’ in life,
service learning also helps adult learners come to understand the systemic reasons that
perpetuate the tragedy and how those systems may be broken.
Out of its beginnings in the philosophy of Dewey (1938) and the Progressive
Adult Education movement, the notion of service learning in higher education as a means
for transformation has continued to expand, though the recurrent themes of experience,
active participation in the world and critical reflection have remained central. What light
does contemporary adult education theory shed on how transformation takes place in the
lives of students?
Transformational Learning Theory: Mezirow and Freire
In their book, Learning in Adulthood, Merriam and Caffarella (1999) single out
two primary theorists within the field who have given shape to the concept of
transformational learning, Mezirow and Freire. They write, “First articulated by Mezirow
in 1978, transformational learning theory is about change – dramatic, fundamental
change in the way we see ourselves and the world in which we live” (p. 318). Much like
his Progressive predecessors, Mezirow (1991) believes that such fundamental changes
occur as learners actively engage the world, confronting issues and constructs, or
“disorienting dilemmas,” that force them to examine and grapple with the perceptions
and understandings out of which they live (p. 196).
Often this disorienting dilemma manifests itself as a significant event in an
individual’s life that does not fit within the framework of previously held assumptions
and beliefs, such as a major illness, the death of a loved one, or the loss of a job. The

15

dilemma can constitute what Mezirow (1991) understands as the first step in a process of
transformation. The disorientation gives way to a period of self-examination that can
bring with it emotions of fear, shame, guilt, or anger, causing a re-examination of
assumptions and beliefs. Next comes a realization that others have embarked on a similar
kind of journey, which allows space for exploring new connections with others and with
one’s place in the world. Within this space, an individual is able to begin formulating a
new plan for moving forward. This plan involves gaining new knowledge and skills,
forming new relationships, and trying out new roles. At the end of the process comes a
reintegration back into the individual’s life with the newly acquired insight, awareness,
and understanding. As Mezirow goes on to explain, “transformation theory provides a
foundation…by explaining the learning dynamics that are involved when we dig down to
the roots of our assumptions and preconceptions and, as a result, change the way we
construe the meaning of experience” (p. 196).
Eyler and Giles (1999) note that students who engage in service learning
encounter “disorientation” in numerous ways. For example, “personal attachments
develop that challenge stereotypes, students have the chance to step into another person’s
shoes, personal values are challenged, and students confront situations that surprise
them” (p. 141). The authors also underscore the necessity for intentional and continual
reflection if students are to be able to deal constructively and transformationally with that
disorientation.
Merriam and Caffarella (1999) maintain that Mezirow’s theory has often been
criticized by those more interested in social transformation, claiming that its main focus
is on personal or individual growth. However, Mezirow (1991) contends that changes on
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a larger societal level can only come about after individuals have gone through the
challenging process of transformation themselves. Mezirow sees adult education as the
viable context for this kind of learning to occur. Adds Mezirow,
All transformative learning involves taking action to implement insights derived
from critical reflection. When distortions addressed by transformative learning are
sociocultural, social action becomes an integral part of the process of
transformative learning. Social action may involve production of changes in
relationships, organizations, or political, economic, or cultural systems. Changing
systems involves collective political action, which is often a long and difficult
process. (p. 225)
If Mezirow (1991) has been charged with underemphasizing the link between
individual and societal change, the same accusation cannot be leveled at Freire (1970),
for in his theoretical understanding “personal empowerment and social transformation are
intertwined and inseparable processes” (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999, p. 324). But like
Mezirow, Freire believes that adult education is fundamental for equipping learners with
the necessary tools to struggle for growth. As Merriam and Caffarella (1999) explain,
“education for Freire is never neutral: it either domesticates by imparting the values of
the dominant group, so that learners assume things are right the way they are, or it
liberates, allowing people to reflect critically on their world and take action to move
society toward a more equitable and just vision” (p. 324). Once again like Mezirow,
learning becomes the process of empowering students to critically examine their beliefs
about who they are and about how they understand the world around them, looking
especially at the systemic issues of power and equality that perpetuate the society as it is
(Freire, 1970).
Freire (1970) ardently distinguishes between adult education practices that inhibit
this journey from taking place within students’ lives and those that foster it. The former,
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referred to by Freire as “the banking approach to education”, describes the all-knowing
professor who stands in front of the rows of passive students and “deposits” knowledge
into their empty minds (p. 55). Quips Freire, “this approach to adult education…will
never propose to students that they critically consider reality. It will deal instead with
such vital questions as whether Roger gave green grass to the goat, and insist upon the
importance of learning that, on the contrary, Roger gave green grass to the rabbit” (p. 55).
Freire contrasts this approach with that of “problem-posing education” in which learning
becomes an active, energized, and unending process that is shared by both teacher and
students alike (p. 64). As Freire elaborates, learners “come to see the world not as a static
reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation….education is thus constantly
remade in the praxis…[and]…is found in the interplay of the opposites permanence and
change” (p. 64).
Adult Developmental Learning Theory
As previously stated, this initial section of the literature review is primarily
concerned with how transformational learning theory has given shape to current practices
of service learning within the context of higher education. However, acknowledgement
should also briefly be given to related developmental adult learning theories as well.
These theories offer further explanations of the processes that underlie the types of
profound transformations described above.
In their book entitled, Where’s the Learning in Service-Learning?, Eyler and
Giles (1999) point to the growing connection between service learning and adult
development, commenting that “although personal development and interpersonal skills
are often viewed as secondary to the academic goals of the academy and segregated
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institutionally into student services and activities, they are where the learning begins for
service-learning advocates” (p. 15). Eyler and Giles believe that as students mature
mentally, emotionally, and ethically, they increase their ability to be transformed, both as
learners and as active participants in the world. Service learning, the authors contend,
“provides an ideal environment for connecting these disparate elements of student
development into effective citizenship development” (p. 157). You and Rud (2010)
concur, maintaining that service learning “becomes such a powerful approach to learning
because it not only connects theory with action, but also integrates cognitive learning
with affective learning. It is safe to say that without emotional engagement and
expression in community service, there would be no responsiveness and hence no real
service learning” (p. 38).
Eyler and Giles (1999) particularly single out the importance of cognitive
development and the role it plays in a student’s ability to transform and build upon old
ways of thinking and making sense of the world. They point to theorists such as Perry
(1999) who contend that “understanding is…constrained by the capacity to interpret
experience. The process is developmental and proceeds through a hierarchical sequence
of stages…each successive cognitive advance creates a structure that is a bit more
powerful for understanding experience” (Eyler & Giles, 1999, p. 108). With its focus on
action and critical reflection, transformational service learning serves as a powerful tool
which helps students progress to more complex levels of thinking and more systemic
understandings of social issues.
Likewise, Smith (2008) refers to Kegan’s model as a constructive tool for helping
make sense of the cognitive growth that can take place for adult learners as they engage
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in service learning. As Smith explains, Kegan believes that adults progress through five
stages of development as they seek to understand the world around them. Smith continues
that adult learners in a lower stage of development, referred to as “instrumental
knowers”, will approach service learning from the perspective of what they can get out of
the experience (p. 8). Those who have progressed to the next stage, “socializing
knowers,” are likely to turn to authority figures such as a professor to instruct them on
what they should derive from engaging in service learning, being primarily concerned
with meeting external, societal expectations of those around them (p. 8). However, adult
learners who have reached the more advanced stage of “self-authoring knowing” will
come to embrace their own values and expectations as they participate in service
learning, embracing it “as an opportunity to improve their skills and knowledge or to
enact the values they hold” (p. 9).
McEwen (1996) also notes the importance of viewing the outcomes of service
learning in students’ lives through the lens of cognitive development. To this relationship
she also adds the influence of moral or ethical development, psychosocial development,
and career development. She maintains that students who participate in service learning
will be at different places along each of these continuums, and that each of these
developmental areas will “serve as powerful filters that influence how they experience
service-learning and interact with those they encounter” (p. 86).
Furthermore, in their book, Common Fire: Leading Lives of Commitment in a
Complex World, Daloz, Keen, Keen, and Parks (1996) mention the growing field of
emotional development. They write that the understandings emerging from this field give
credence to “the ways in which the education of the emotions goes hand in hand with
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education for character, for moral development, and for citizenship” (p. 192). The authors
add that such findings are consistent with the characteristics they have identified in
persons leading lives committed to social and global change. You and Rud (2010) agree,
stating that as students engage in experiences such a service learning, “emotional
reactions such as frustration, confusion, anger, concern, and sadness are likely to be
aroused, which disrupt habitual ways of thinking and feeling and project new impulses
and desires for investigation and deliberation” (p. 41).
Finally, adult developmental theorists also point to the role that identity
development can play in bringing about transformational learning in the lives of adult
learners. Erikson (1968) is often credited for constructing the foundation on which the
study of identity development has been built. Erikson understands identity development
to occur over the span of a lifetime, unfolding in eight sequential stages that offer an
individual opportunities to navigate developmental milestones. Erikson believes that
issues related to identity development particularly come into focus during adolescence
when individuals begin to be more influenced by external forces such as schools,
churches, and the larger society in which they live. Framing this developmental milestone
as a time for wrestling with identity versus role confusion, Erikson contends that
adolescents begin to ask fundamental questions about who they are and how they are
related to world around them.
Sokol (2009) points out that Erikson never offered a chronological age range
when he referred to this period of adolescence. Moreover, Sokol adds that Erikson carried
out the majority of his research during a time when attending college was much less
prevalent than it is today. This is noteworthy because of the importance that Erikson
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placed on the notion of vocational identity alluded to above, where adolescents are
actively trying to understand who they are as authentic selves and how that sense of
identity is connected to their role in the complex world around them. Sokol writes that for
Erikson,
identity provides a deep sense of ideological commitment and allows the
individual to know his or her place in the world….It provides one with a sense of
well-being, a sense of being at home in one’s body, a sense of direction in one’s
life, and a sense of mattering to those who count….Identity is what makes one
move with direction; it is what gives one reason to be. (p. 142)
Sokol (2009) maintains that Erikson’s period of adolescence as described above is
best understood in contemporary discussions as the chronological time in one’s life
between the ages of 18 and 25. This is typically the time when adolescents, particularly
those who attend college, are confronted with persons and with contexts that may seem
foreign or challenging. These new relationships and environments can lead to the sense of
role confusion of which Erikson spoke. As Sokol explains, “role confusion can lead to a
very different human experience. It causes the individual to seriously question one’s
essential personality characteristics, one’s view of oneself, and the perceived views of
others” (p. 142). Wrestling with such questions, in turn, can lead to significant
transformations in how individuals come to learn about themselves and the larger world
of which they are a part.
The collective insights gained from both from contemporary transformational
learning theorists and adult developmental theorists have deepened and extended the
current understanding of how service learning can lead to significant transformations
within the lives of those who engage in it. As participants begin to confront their own
internal assumptions and belief systems, they begin the parallel process of examining the
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external assumptions and belief systems of the world around them. This process,
however, is not without risk. What are the potential consequences for students and
faculty who embrace service learning as catalyst for social transformation?
Potential Risks of Service Learning
Eyler and Giles (1999) write that, “Social action is a process that involves
advancing some interests over others or changing arrangements that are already quite
congenial to some people in the community. In other words it is political, and politics is
about competing interests and controversy” (p. 131). For students, participating in service
learning may mean having to wrestle with politics instilled in them by their families that
their parents do not wish them to outgrow. To use a Perry (1999) framework, service
learning may lead them to more complex levels of cognitive thinking and critical
reflection, transitioning from more simplistic understandings of themselves and the world
to gaining the ability to lean into paradox and ambiguity.
For faculty, the political fallout from using service learning in their courses to
encourage social awareness and responsibility may be substantial as well. Morton (1996)
addresses such risks when he explained that,
Experience-based teaching and learning runs counter to the predominant,
deductive modes of teaching on college campuses….Because they place students’
interpretations of experience at the center of teaching, service-learning courses
are, in essence, countercultural, and faculty seeking institutional permission and
legitimacy or collegial and institutional support must acknowledge this in
deciding whether or not to engage in service-learning. In addition, faculty
teaching courses that involve substantial community outcomes may find
themselves charged with compromising learning, at odds with the educational
mission of their institution, or in an unfavorable position in the promotion and
tenure process. (p. 279)
Relatedly, Eyler and Giles (1999) also point out that faculty may shy away from
service learning because of possible funding ramifications. They admit that many
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financial backers are unwilling to support research or educational endeavors that have the
potential to become political or partisan. Sharing a first-hand experience, they recount
that “in a previous project, we were asked not to include even the mildest and most
abstract criticisms of politicians made by the students because it might offend those
needed to support funding for service-learning” (p. 131).
The risks from learning and teaching through service learning are real for both
students and educators alike. Teachers can help students negotiate the oftentimes
frightening changes that may unfold by being cognizant and sensitive to them. As wellknown educator and author Palmer (1998) believes, “to teach is to create a space in which
the community of truth is practiced” (p. 95). Making safe space for students to explore
and grapple with what is true for them and for their lives is chiefly important. Likewise,
institutions of higher and adult learning may help empower their faculty to incorporate
service learning into their classrooms and into their understanding of academic
philosophy. Butin (2003) believes service learning can be most effective when it is
embraced at the institutional level, a move that is not without its politics as well.
However, Butin (2005) understands that the consequences of engaging in service
learning for the sake of social change are not only worth the risk but are also positive and
constitute an inherent part of higher education’s mission. Asserts Butin (2005),
Specifically, service-learning is dangerous for higher education students and
faculty. And that is a good thing. For service-learning has the potential to be a
dynamic pedagogy in classrooms and communities. It has the potential to be a
powerful theoretical orientation for the visions and missions of higher education.
But in order for it to succeed, it has to be dangerous…because it makes us
confront the limits and possibilities of teaching for social justice; it makes us
confront the limits and possibilities of who we are and want to be as students and
faculty in higher education. (p. 5)
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Even though these potential risks exist, there has been a growth in the amount of
research being done within the general field of service learning. What information did
these studies contain regarding the efficacy of this teaching and learning model,
specifically for using service learning in higher education to significantly transform the
lives of students?
Previous Studies
In her chapter entitled “Securing the Future of Service-Learning: A Mandate for
Action,” Jacoby (1996) marks a gathering at the Johnson Foundation’s Wingspread
Conference Center in 1991 as the real beginning of a concerted effort to chart a course for
service learning research. The group of “educators, researchers, service-learning
practitioners, foundation representatives, government officials, students, and staff
members from national organizations” (p. 322) that gathered agreed that if the field of
service learning was to have a sound foundation of research on which to construct a
viable future, much work needed to be done. Though that work has progressed to some
extent since that initial meeting, Jacoby explains why the work would be arduous and
slow to occur, noting that,
Few standardized instruments exist, variables are difficult to identify and define,
service takes place in many different settings and involves many kinds of tasks,
causality is difficult to determine, control or comparison groups are not readily
available….often feeling pressure to get programmatic efforts going, many
practitioners simply do not take the time to establish measurable goals and
objectives for either student or community outcomes. (p. 322)
While at the conference, the assembled group outlined five areas under which future
research would be organized, two of which are especially germane to the connection
between service learning and transformation – the participant and the community
(Jacoby, 1996, p. 324). Within these two general areas, questions were posed for future
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research concerning how service learning might influence students’ views about
themselves, about the world around them, and about their post-graduation involvement in
living out this connection (Jacoby, 1996, p. 324). A variety of studies that have sought to
explore those connections are described below, including research summaries, individual
studies, two longitudinal studies, and a project conducted by Maruggi (2008) that
explored the connections between service learning and spirituality.
Service Learning Research Summaries
To begin with, in their article, “A Service learning Research Agenda for the Next
Five Years,” Giles and Eyler (1998) summarize numerous studies that have found a
consistent link between service learning and a heightened interest among college students
in the larger world. They report that collectively this body of research indicated “students
are more likely to see themselves as connected to their community, to value service, to
endorse systemic approaches to social problems, to believe that communities can solve
their own problems, and to have greater racial tolerance when involved in service
learning” (p. 65).
A similar and more recent review of research that has explored the potential
connections between service learning and increased civic engagement among college
graduates was conducted by Bringle and Steinberg (2010). From their extensive review,
they write, “the overall body of research supports the conclusion that service learning can
lead to more civically-minded students who have increased post-graduation civic
involvement” (p. 438). The authors also point to how effective service learning as a
teaching methodology can be since it entails so much of what research has shown to help
bring about understanding at deeper and more substantive levels. These components
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include the following: “(a) active learning; (b) frequent feedback from others…that is
provided in non-threatening ways; (c) collaboration with others; (d) transfer of
knowledge between theory and practice; (e) practical application in which students are
involved in tasks that have real consequences but have a safety net for high stakes
mistakes” (p. 437).
Moreover, Celio, Durlak, and Dymnicki (2011) conducted a review of 62 service
learning programs that collectively involved 11,837 students. Though some of these
programs served younger age groups, 74% of them engaged undergraduate or graduate
students. Drawing on data from self-reports, program records, and outside observers, as
well as research conducted and written about these programs in journals, dissertations,
and conference papers, the researchers found that “service-learning programs yielded
statistically significant effects in…five areas: attitudes toward self, attitudes toward
school and learning, civic engagement, social skills, and academic achievement” (p. 171).
Seider, Rabinowicz, and Gillmor (2012) concur, noting that during the past twenty years
over 200 studies have been conducted exploring the effects of service learning on higher
education students and their relationship to the world around them. They highlight the
fact that “the majority of these studies have reported…positive effects associated with
such experiences” (p. 449).
Individual Projects
Though the studies above summarize data that has been gathered across numerous
research projects that explored the potential relationships between service learning and a
heightened interest in impacting the systemic issues with which the contemporary society
wrestles, several specific studies have narrowed their attention to these issues, as well.
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For example, Rhoads’ (1997) qualitative study particularly focuses on the effects that
working in the community may have on the lives of undergraduate students. As
participants learn to break down their assumptions and stereotypes through the personal
relationships they formed, a concurrent process unfolds whereby the participants began
exploring their relationships with the larger world on a societal and global level. As
Rhoads describes, “because caring is so vital to service, students are challenged to give
serious thought to what it means to care and to related issues such as their commitment to
social change to improve the lives of others” (p. 25).
Similarly, Eyler and Giles (1999) frame their project in this way – “Servicelearning aims to prepare students who are lifelong learners and participants in the world.
It is this broader conception of learning outcomes that has driven our studies of the
impact of service-learning” (p. 14). Among the many results from the combination of
qualitative and quantitative methods they employed, the researchers note the inherent
connection between intentional and continuous opportunities for critical reflection as part
of the service learning experience and an increase in the college students’ ability to
identify and embrace the complexity of social problems, as well as the need for political
action to remedy them. Also, of the undergraduate students involved in their study, the
ones “who spoke most clearly in transformational terms, mentioning the importance of
fundamental social change…were those in intensive long-term service-learning programs
where social transformation was an explicit part of the curriculum” (p. 149).
Other results include the finding that 75% of the 1,100 college students surveyed
voiced a commitment to stay engaged in community outreach during the next semester.
Also, participating in service learning led to an increase in student desire to choose a
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career related to community service and led some to a different perspective on service
altogether, moving them from an understanding of giving handouts to people to working
with them. However, Eyler and Giles (1999) conclude that though many of their findings
suggest that service learning helped enable the undergraduate students to move deeper
into their understanding of themselves, their world, and their relationship and
responsibility to it, fundamental, lasting shifts were infrequent. However, the authors go
on to say that “while genuine perspective transformation is probably a rare educational
outcome…service learning is a process ideally suited to setting students on a path to
bring this change about” (p. 132).
A Longitudinal Look at Service Learning
A longitudinal study conducted at the Higher Education Research Institute at
UCLA aimed at exploring the connections between service learning and increased levels
of post-graduation civic engagement is noteworthy. Researchers first surveyed college
students who began their freshman year in 1994, surveying them again upon graduation
in 1998 and again 6 years after graduation in 2004. Though the researchers describe
numerous results, two were especially relevant. One is that findings from this study
indicate that students who were involved in service learning during their college years
“tended to be more politically engaged” after graduation (Denson, Vogelgesang, &
Saenz, Discussion, para. 1, 2005). Service learning is linked not only to increased
amounts of social awareness but increased amounts of political action, as well. Secondly,
Denson et al. report that findings suggested “a possible contextual effect of peer average
levels of volunteerism on the outcome of political engagement” (Discussion, para. 4).
Students in the study who as undergraduates attended colleges and universities that
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intentionally created and fostered an environment of social outreach might have been
positively influenced towards post-college political engagement by that climate.
A report by Vogelgesang and Astin (2005) that draws upon data from this same
research project at UCLA contains some additional interesting findings. For example, it is
noted that the study actually showed a decrease in student community service from the
year before the cohort group entered college (80.3%) to the year they graduated (74.4%)
and then again six years after graduation (68.1%). Vogelgesang and Astin maintain that
these decreases mirrored shifts in students’ values stating that,
Compared to when they were completing college in 1998, fewer alumni in 2004
embraced the values of ‘helping others in difficulty,’ ‘participating in a
community action program,’ ‘becoming a community leader,’ or ‘influencing
social values.’ There was also a substantial decline in agreement with the
proposition that ‘people should not obey laws that violate their personal values.’
(p. 2)
Data concerning the reasons alumni offered for engaging in post-college community
service are noteworthy, as well. While it may not have seemed so bad that “over 82%
indicated that helping other people was a ‘major’ reason they decided to participate,” this
figure should be juxtaposed with the fact that only 14.5% “were motivated by the desire
to create a more equitable society, and fewer than seven percent who were working to
change laws or policies” (Vogelgesand & Astin, 2005, p. 4).
Moreover, the study inquires about the avenues by which alumni who continued
to participate in service work after graduation pursued their outreach. The results indicate
that 59.7% were active within the context of an educational institution, 57.7% through
their work setting, 49.4% through a religious institution, and 44.3% through a “sports or
recreational organization” (Vogelgesang & Astin, 2005, p. 4). These figures should be
compared to those that represented alumni involvement through a “public/government
30

agency (12.9%), a political organization (16.0%), or an advocacy/issue group (20.1%)
(Vogelgesang & Astin, p. 4).
Taken collectively, these results are especially intriguing, in light of the finding
from the study that college alumni also reported a rising level of interest in searching for
a sense of meaning or value in their lives. Note Vogelgesang and Astin (2005), “the data
reveal a steadily increasing endorsement of the value of ‘developing a meaningful
philosophy of life’: from 45.1% as entering freshmen, to 56.7% as graduating seniors, to
63.3% six years after college” (p. 6). These data seem to suggest that for many of these
alumni, a connection is not being made between an internal sense of meaning or purpose
in their individual lives and an external sense of responsibility and participation in their
larger world. It is precisely this possible disconnect that suggested the need for a greater
focus on spirituality on college and university campuses, a topic that guides much of the
discussion that follows later in this chapter.
A similar and more recent longitudinal study was conducted by D’Agostino
(2010). Framing her research around her concern that contemporary young adults are not
as active in civic engagement once they graduate from college, D’Agostino surmises that
service learning might be a way to increase social capital, or “resources that individuals
and groups access in social networks and mobilize for purposeful action” (p. 313).
Specifically, the goals for her study were “to determine the impact of service learning on
social capital post-graduation…[and]…to measure social capital quantitatively as an
outcome of a service learning program” (p. 317).
D’Agostino (2010) mailed a survey instrument to 898 post-graduate students who
had taken at least one course that involved a significant service learning experience
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during their time as an undergraduate at Rutgers University in New Jersey and to 870
students who had not taken such a course. The survey questioned the post-graduates on
the extent to which they were involved in organizations and causes that sought to engage
social and political change, the extent to which they voted in political and governmental
elections, and the extent to which they felt a feeling of trust in their neighbors,
colleagues, local police departments, and even strangers.
From the surveys that were sent, D’Agostino (2010) received 189 responses from
the service learning group and 174 from the non-service learning group. After analyzing
the data, the difference in the two groups was statistically significant (p < .05). As
D’Agostino discusses, “this study showed that service learning addresses the lack of civic
engagement among college graduates by providing evidence suggesting that service
learning predicts social capital post-graduation” (p. 325).
The Maruggi Study – Service Learning and Spirituality
One final study regarding the transformation that can come about in the lives of
adult learners who engage in service learning is worth mentioning as well, especially
since it also deals with the connections between service learning and spirituality.
Interested in how service learning can influence an undergraduate’s understanding of her
or his spirituality in ways that lead to increased levels of social activism, Maruggi (2008)
conducted his study within the framework of an undergraduate course in theology that he
was teaching at the University of St. Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota. As a backdrop for
his study, Maruggi embraces a concept he refers to as critical service-learning, or
“community-based learning that intentionally challenges participants to intellectually and
practically understand social injustice in order to create a transformative educational
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experience” (p. 23). Maruggi goes on to say that service learning understood in this way
challenges those who engage in it to “empathize with those individuals, groups, and
societies, who must contend with social injustice so that they may use their heads and
theirs hearts to transform situations and structures in society” (p. 23).
Maruggi (2008) notes that although there has been a significant amount of past
research that has sought to examine how service learning fosters a notion of social
activism within the lives of those who participate in it, little research has been conducted
that explores how spirituality might impact that process. Towards that end, Maruggi’s
study explored the potential relationships between the personal narratives of the students
in his study, the narratives of those they encountered through engaging in service learning
as a major component of the course, and how those relationships impacted the students’
understanding of themselves as “agents of social change” (p. 67). Of the 32 students in
the class, eight were chosen as participants for the study. Data was gathered throughout
the semester using reflective essays, papers, interviews, and a focus group with the
participants.
Although a complete discussion of the findings from Maruggi’s (2008) study is
not necessary, three ideas are worth noting. To begin with, Maruggi found that though
each of the eight participants held differing beliefs about their understanding of God,
ultimate reality, or a higher power (with several students identifying themselves as
Atheist or Agnostic), each of the eight participants were nonetheless engaged in the
process of trying to make meaning from what they experienced within the framework of
their service learning, as well as from the framework of their lives as a whole. Moreover,
“most of the eight participants revealed a desire to connect their sense of spirituality,
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whether it be in the narrow sense of religious faith or the broad sense of meaning-making,
to their action in the world on behalf of others, especially marginalized others” (p. 177).
A second relevant finding from Maruggi’s (2008) study is that the eight
participants used the stories of those with whom they came in contact at their service
learning sites to inform their own understanding of themselves as spiritual beings. As the
study participants listened to the narratives of the marginalized at the service learning
sites, the participants began to explore the stories out of which they had come themselves,
reflecting on the notions of power, privilege, and injustice that cut across each of the
stories. Maruggi writes that for the participants in his study, “spiritual identity
development came from the turning of the kaleidoscope in the course of the study so that
the mirrors of critical reflection of their own narratives…[and]…the narratives
encountered in critical service-learning…reflected back on each other and on themselves
and human others to deepen their spirituality” (p. 186).
Finally, a third finding that arose from Maruggi’s (2008) study was that most of
the participants noted an increased understanding of themselves as persons who could
affect positive change in the society around them, particularly change directed at the
marginalized. Moreover, the participants came to see this ongoing process of engaging
the world and reflecting on how that engagement increased their understanding of
themselves as an inherently spiritual process. As Maruggi discusses, the participants
“demonstrated an openness, a permeability to the experience of the semester, and a
restless desire to know themselves and the world better. They also demonstrated a
movement towards integrity, life-integration, and towards making sense of their
spirituality, their social identities and how they fit with action in the world” (p. 193).
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In reflecting on the implications raised from his study for practitioners of service
learning within the context of higher education, Maruggi (2008) underscores the fact that
research has tended to focus on the intellectual outcomes of service learning. Maruggi
explains that this focus is often in response to critics of service learning who claim that it
is not academically rigorous enough to be engaged in on college and university
campuses. All too often, says Maruggi, “the emphasis is placed on intellectual
development – the head, rather than the heart and the spirit” (p. 203). In referring to his
own research, Maruggi continues, “While the results of this study do not imply that
service-learning pedagogy should not be academically rigorous, they do challenge
service-learning practitioners to leverage the full potential of service-learning to develop
students’ social identities, spirituality, and social consciousness” (p. 203).
A Summary of the Ground Covered So Far
To summarize this section of the literature review, the roots of service learning
and its transformative potential may be traced all the way back to the ideas and
philosophies of Dewey (1938) and to the understandings embraced by the Progressive
Adult Education movement as a whole. Since that time, numerous theorists, educators,
researchers, faculty, and students within the higher and adult educational contexts have
continued the belief in its efficacy as a powerful teaching and learning model. As it helps
enable significant change within the lives of those who engage in it, the shared hope is
that they will, in turn, work for significant changes within the larger society to make it a
more equitable and empowering place for all. This process is not without its dangers,
both personal and professional, yet many within the field of post-secondary education are
coming to think the risks are worth it. Research conducted within the field of service
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learning (Bringle & Steinberg, 2010; D’Agostino, 2010; Celio et al., 2011; Denson et al.,
2005; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Giles & Eyler, 1998; Jacoby, 1996; Maruggi, 2008; Rhoads,
1997; Seider et al., 2012; Vogelgesang & Astin, 2005) has given credence to its
transformative potential within the lives of those who engage in it.
Research on Spirituality and Higher Education
With these foundations in place, the second section of the literature review
explores the connections between spirituality and adult learning in general, with
particular attention given to the role that spirituality can play in adult development and
service learning in particular. Questions that guide the exploration include the following:


What research has been conducted concerning the relationship between
spirituality and adult learning?



What were the implications this research has for the relationship between
spirituality and the adult development of contemporary post-secondary students?
With regards to the research that has been conducted on the relationship between

spirituality and higher education, five salient studies, plus a model that seeks to frame
spiritual development, shape the review.

Mayhew’s Study
Beginning with Mayhew’s (2004) study entitled, “Exploring the Essence of
Spirituality: A phenomenological Study of Eight Students with Eight Different
Worldviews,” Mayhew underscores the recent trend towards a “renewed commitment”
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among the leadership of many colleges and universities to explore the role of spirituality
in the life and work of their students (p. 648). However, he also points out that in spite of
this increased interest, there have not been many empirical studies that have examined the
topic of spirituality and higher education. One of the main reasons for this, claims
Mayhew, is that spirituality, religion, and theology are difficult concepts to define, and
there is not much of a consistent or shared vernacular by which to study them. Mayhew
elaborates that, “many researchers feel as though spirituality is too subjective to be of any
value in the objective world” (p. 649). Moreover, of the studies that have been conducted,
Mayhew contends that diverse views and backgrounds were often not well represented by
those who were chosen to be participants. In order to correct for these omissions,
Mayhew specifically chose eight students for his research who each represented a
different worldview – Agnosticism, Atheism, Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, Muslim,
Protestantism, and Roman Catholicism.
Mayhew (2004) states that his primary purpose for doing this research was not to
come up with a definitive answer for what spirituality is but to provide “a venue for
understanding how students from a variety of perspectives make sense of it” (p. 650). He
also explains that he was interested in exploring what language students used to talk
about spirituality, as well as in the “underlying themes that capture the essence of
spirituality as experienced by these students” (p. 650).
Ten overall themes emerge from Mayhew’s data: “continuity” (spirituality as
experienced through regular patterns of life such as seasons or animal migrations); “local
moment” (spirituality is associated with events that happen in a specific period of time);
“pervasiveness” (spirituality is in everything and everyone); “local environment”
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(spirituality as experienced in nature); “relationship with humanity” (spirituality is an
innate human experience and connects people with each other through the common
things we share); “relationship with community” (spirituality as experienced with an
“implied or identified community or group”); “relationship with personal other”
(spirituality as experienced in terms of something that connects with specific people, such
as family or friends); “internal process of making meaning” (spirituality is the means by
which people “make sense of themselves in relationship to the world around them”);
“external process of making meaning” (spirituality as the means by which people try and
make sense of the outer world); and, “meaning-making as a product” (spirituality equates
to meaning itself – “it is the human being making sense of his or her experience”) (p.
665).
Though some difficulty exists in delineating the finer distinctions between some
of the themes which sound fairly similar, Mayhew (2004) collapses the ten themes into
two overarching categories that are particularly helpful, with those being “connectedness
and explication” (p. 665). For the eight students in his study, the essence of spirituality
consists of the process of trying to connect with and engage the larger world around them
in both broad and specific ways and then trying to make sense of those connections and
engagements. It is all about the cyclical process, the cyclical dance, of the external and
internal journeys of action and reflection (two core themes often found in the service
learning experience). As Mayhew writes, “In short, spirituality is the human attempt to
make sense of the self in connection to and with the external world” (p. 666).
Groen and Jacob’s Project
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Groen and Jacob (2006) conducted a study at the University of Calgary entitled,
“Spiritual Transformation in a Secular Context: A Qualitative Research Study of
Transformative Learning in a Higher Education Setting.” This research project was set
within a graduate level course offered within a Master of Education program that focused
on “the spiritual dimensions of educational leadership” (p. 75). Before turning attention
to the outline of the study, one of the course objectives is worth noting. Referencing the
renowned philosopher and theologian, Martin Buber, one of the specific and quite
illustrative goals listed on the course syllabus was “to provide seminar members with a
vocabulary and set of skills that will place them in a position to enter into ‘IThou’…relationships with colleagues and students in school and work settings” (p. 75).
What a wonderful goal that speaks to one of the core objectives in service learning
experiences, which is nudging faculty members out of traditional teaching roles and into
positions of becoming fellow learners with their students. In prefacing the description of
their study in general and more specifically the underlying pedagogical philosophy that
gave rise to it, Groen and Jacob maintain,
University education celebrates the life of the mind. Academic specialists teach
and research in an environment that honors objectivity and rationality in the
pursuit of truth. Recently, however, a significant, if still embryonic,
complimentary force, in the form of transformative education, has emerged to
challenge the dominance of the prevailing technical-rational-instrumental
worldview. (p. 75)
The authors certainly see their course and the research study that came out of it as falling
squarely within this unfolding new genre. Service learning finds its home there as well.
Groen and Jacob (2006) go on to make a useful distinction between spiritual
transformation and transformative education, saying that the former was a “subset” of the
latter (p. 75). Transformative education, explain the authors, takes place all over the post39

secondary landscape and happens whenever “students experience significant shifts in
perception and behavior upon encountering theories and data that diverge from previous
knowledge and understanding” (p. 75). Spiritual transformation, however, occurs when
students experience a “shift in consciousness in terms of beliefs and practices around
their conception of ultimate meaning and right action” (p. 76). Groen and Jacob also
speak of spiritual transformation in terms of becoming “enlightened…through the
recovery of one’s essential nature” (p. 80). For Groen and Jacob, then, spirituality
encompasses both a fundamental shift in perception and a reorientation that helped enable
adult students to discover who they really were.
Elaborating on this process, Groen and Jacob (2006) also include a wonderful
quote from Dirkx (1997), a Professor of Higher, Adult, and Lifelong Education at the
University of Michigan, who writes about the need for higher education to pay more
attention to the soul in teaching and learning. Says Dirkx, “Learning continues to be
framed within a technical-rational view of knowledge, in which we learn instrumentally
to adapt to the demands of our outer environment” (as cited in Groen & Jacob, p. 79). He
continues, “Bubbling just beneath this technical-rational surface is a continual search for
meaning, a need to make sense of the changes and the empty spaces we perceive both
within ourselves and our world” (as cited in Groen & Jacob, p. 79). It is, perhaps, those
empty spaces that this dissertation seeks to address. And, it is this fundamental search for
making meaning out of experience that continues to give shape to the process of spiritual
exploration.
Shifting focus to the methodology employed by Groen and Jacob (2006), Groen
served as a participant observer in the seminar course taught by Jacob, taking extensive
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field notes about her experience with the class and with the other students from the class
whom she interviewed throughout the semester. Using what Groen and Jacob refer to as
an “exploratory qualitative approach” the authors used a variety of data collection
methods that included “content analysis of interview transcripts, assignment submissions
and artifacts (such as course outline, handouts, references), and field notes taken by
Groen during and after each class” (p. 77).
What Groen and Jacob (2006) found was that five out of the six students who
comprised their sample did have a spiritual experience in terms of “losing their sense of
self as they were able to enter the personal space of others, to the extent of making the
needs and desires of those others just as real as their own” (p. 85). For Groen and Jacob,
then, spirituality is defined more in terms of empathy and critical self-reflection.
Based on the transformations of both Groen and the students within the class that
served as the sample for the project, Groen and Jacob (2006) identify four “basic
elements” or “prerequisites” for change that seemed to be present (p. 85). These include
the following:
A need in terms of a crisis or a chronically unresolved issue that causes direct
stress to one degree or another; an openness on the part of students to new
experiences or ideas; course material that resonates with the students in the sense
of their finding it useful for the transformative learning they seek; and, a
supportive yet charged learning environment. (p. 85)
Again, this process of disorientation and reorientation, as well as a conducive
environment in which it can occur, seem to run throughout the participants’ experiences.
Stamm’s Study
Moving on to the next study, Stamm (2006a) describes research she conducted in
2002 concerning the religious and spiritual beliefs of college students. In her research,
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she interviewed a large group of “chaplains, deans of religious life, and representatives of
national organizations that support campus ministries and religious life programs” from a
variety of colleges and universities across the United States (p. 86). From those
interviews, Stamm (2006a) identifies three overarching themes that run throughout the
comments of those with whom she spoke, with the first one being that contemporary
undergraduate students are increasingly identifying themselves as spiritual rather than as
religious. As Stamm (2006a) describes it, “Although a large percentage of students are
interested in discussing issues of spirituality, they are not interested in exploring the
religions of their parents and grandparents” (p. 86).
Secondly, colleges and universities are reflecting this trend in the wide range of
religious and spiritual offerings they make available to their students on campus. Says
Stamm (2006a), “This orientation reflects both the spiritual seeking of students and the
diverse ethnic backgrounds of the current student population” (p. 87). Finally, Stamm
(2006a) reports that those she interviewed have noticed the fact that contemporary
students tend to link their understandings of spirituality with a desire to engage in
activities related to social justice and community service. Once again, this theme of
making connections between inner reflection and action in the outer world is prevalent
among contemporary college students.
Dalton’s Research
Dalton’s (2006) research, conducted in 2003, was aimed at getting a better idea of
contemporary changes regarding college students’ perspectives on spirituality and how
colleges and universities are responding to those changes. Dalton mailed the Survey on
Trends in College Student Spirituality to 1,098 student affairs voting delegates of the
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National Association of Student Personnel Administrators who represented a diverse
group of higher education institutions across the United States. Of the 1,098 surveys that
were mailed out, 248 were completed and returned. The findings were analyzed
according to institutional type in order to see if differences existed among students who
attended public colleges, faith-based colleges, private colleges, community colleges, and
technical colleges.
Over 75% of the student affairs leaders who responded to the survey reported that
they had noticed a growing interest and engagement in spirituality and in activities
related to spiritual exploration among their students during the preceding five year period
(Dalton, 2006). This increase was noted throughout each type of institution represented.
Also, 78% of respondents said that in their perception, spirituality was something
“separate and distinct” from religion, indicating that the majority of the student affairs
leaders understood “the contemporary student interest in spirituality to be something
different from renewed interest in religion or a new expression of religiosity among
college students” (p. 157). Moreover, 82% of the student affairs leaders who responded to
Dalton’s survey claimed that their students were much more involved in student
organizations that had the issue of spirituality as a main focus. Again, this trend was
reflected across all the types of colleges and universities represented.
A Longitudinal Exploration of Spirituality
One could not adequately discuss the research that has been conducted in the
fields of spirituality and higher education without including the longitudinal research
project that was implemented through the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at
The University of California, Los Angeles. Entitled, “Cultivating the Spirit: How College
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Can Enhance Students’ Inner Lives.” Researchers Astin, Astin and Lindholm (2011)
describe the impetus for their project in this way:
Our primary reason for undertaking this study has been our shared belief that
spirituality is fundamental to students’ lives. The ‘big questions’ that preoccupy
students are essentially spiritual questions: Who am I? What are my most deeply
felt values? Do I have a mission or purpose in my life? Why am I in college?
What kind of person do I want to become? What sort of world do I want to help
create? When we speak of students’ ‘spiritual quest,’ we are essentially speaking
of their efforts to seek answers to such questions. (p. 1)
Begun in 2003, the first phase of the project consisted of three main elements,
beginning with a pilot survey administered to 3,700 college freshmen aimed at
constructing measures of those students’ spiritual and religious characteristics. After
refining the instrument, the researchers then surveyed over 112,000 freshmen in 2004.
Finally, a subset of approximately 15,000 of those students completed a second survey as
they were nearing the end of their junior year. As Astin et al. (2011), explain, “the main
purpose of the 2004 and 2007 surveys was to create a longitudinal database, which would
enable us to assess changes in individual students’ spiritual and religious qualities during
the first three years of college” (p. 9). In addition to the results from the two surveys, the
researchers culled supplemental data from interviews and focus groups they conducted
with students who were enrolled at one of 11 diverse colleges and universities spread
across the United States. Taken collectively, the results from the project reveal some
fascinating information that is worth exploring.
To begin with, Astin et al. (2011) included questions that explored student interest
in being actively engaged in developing their sense of spirituality, or “Spiritual Quest” (p.
27). The researchers highlight the finding that students who completed their junior year
of college were more likely “to rate ‘integrating spirituality in my life’ as a ‘very
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important’ or ‘essential’ life goal (50 percent, compared to 42 percent as freshmen” (p.
31). Also, between their freshmen and junior year, approximately 33% of the surveyed
students “showed increases in the personal priority they place on attaining wisdom and in
the number of their friends who are actively engaged in searching for meaning and
purpose in life” (p. 32). Interestingly enough, the students who had engaged in service
learning experiences during the three years showed an 11% jump “in representation
among high-scorers on Spiritual Quest, relative to a 7 percent increase among those who
had no such participation” (p. 40).
In addition to probes about the students’ desire for spiritual development in
general, Astin et al. (2011) also explored the extent to which the students’ interest in
impacting the larger world around them changed during their first three years of college.
The researchers report that “it was reassuring to find that this quality of caring…grows
during the college years. In fact, it is the spiritual quality that shows the greatest change,
almost doubling in high-scorers between the freshman and junior years” (p. 65).
Moreover,
several of the items in the Ethic of Caring scale show a growth of 10 or more
percentage points.…’helping others who are in difficulty’ increases from 27
percent during the freshman year to…38 percent by end of the junior; ‘reducing
pain and suffering in the world’ climbs from 55 percent to 67 percent; ‘becoming
involved in programs to clean up the environment’ rises from 17 to 30 percent;
and ‘influencing social values’ grows from 35 to 48 percent. (p. 65)
To supplement the survey items that examined the students’ concern for issues
and concerns they faced in the world, Astin et al. (2011) also included questions that
sought to explore the degree to which the students came to embrace an “ecumenical
worldview” or an understanding of the world “as an interconnected whole and on feeling
a personal connection with, and acceptance of, all other beings” (p. 67). The students’
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answers on the two surveys reflected a growth in seeing the world ecumenically, “from
13 percent of students who score high on this quality when they start college, to 18
percent by the end of the junior year” (p. 67). In fact, Astin et al. note that “the individual
item that shows the greatest change related to improving students’ ‘understanding of
other countries and cultures.’ It changes from 42 percent who indicated it as a ‘very
important’ or ‘essential’ objective as freshmen, to 54 percent who considered it so as
juniors” (p. 67). Astin et al. also found that certain experiences led to the greatest gains in
students’ ethic of caring and ecumenical worldview between their freshman and junior
years, including intentional reflection and building relationships with persons who
differed from themselves. These constitute two core components in the practice of service
learning.
These students also underscored their belief in the fact that their college or
university should play an active role in offering them opportunities for spiritual growth
and exploration. For instance, “more than eight in ten report that ‘to find my purpose in
life’ is at a least ‘somewhat’ important reason for attending college…and two-thirds of
new freshmen say that it is either ‘very important’ or ‘essential’ that college ‘helps you
develop your personal values’ and ‘enhances your self-understanding’” (p. 3). However,
contend Astin et al. (2011), until recently colleges and universities have for the most part
shied away from such conversations. The researchers again urge institutions of higher
education to provide more opportunities such as service learning for students to engage
the world around them. They write, “service learning appears to work because it enables
students to identify and direct their personal goals through an exploration of moral and
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ethical positions about themselves and their communities, and to relate larger social
issues to their own lives” (p. 146).
A Model for Understanding Spirituality
Finally, Welch and Koth (in press) offer a constructive model for spiritual
development, positing that spiritual formation is not something that unfolds in a linear,
unbroken fashion throughout a lifespan but is something that happens over and over
again in people’s lives as they encounter the world around them. They explain,
We have conceptualized that the spiritual formation process occurs in six
relational ‘spaces’ rather than phases or stages. The term ‘space’ connotes a
‘place’ or condition we find ourselves where we can move about, explore, and
evolve whereas a phase suggests a liner or chronological movement towards
something, usually a destination which connotes arrival and a sense of
achievement. In reality, spiritual formation is ongoing….Therefore, it might be
more accurate to depict the process as a form of ‘spiritual mitosis’ in which the
space of one’s personal identity or sense of self, like a cell, is transformed or
expands while remaining ‘in place’. (p. 14)
Welch and Koth (in press) label the six spaces as “unknown…encounter…
authenticate…radicalization…integration…[and]…practice” (p. 16). A person begins in a
space of unknowing, not having a sense of a unique identity or sense of self, but moves to
a space of encounter as a consequence of coming into contact with other persons,
contexts, or beliefs. Welch and Koth (in press) write that “this is a frequent and often
concrete occurrence for students in college ranging from the rather mundane experience
of sharing a room with a roommate to the more profound awakening to new ideas and
experiences other students, faculty, and activities bring into their lives” (p. 16). As a
result, persons seek to make meaning of these encounters and to understand how their
identity may have changed as a result. This space of authentication often happens through
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reflection, note Welch and Koth (in press), and can be exciting and stimulating but also
challenging and frightening.
The meaning derived from such experiences fosters a transition into the space of
radicalization which is characterized by a shift in behavior. Comment Welch and Koth (in
press), “radicalization moves a person beyond their previous habits of living to embrace
and participate in life in new ways. In this space, one leaves their comfort zone, a longheld mindset or assumption, to take on something new” (p. 18). Radicalization gives way
to the space of integration within which a person moves away from seeing herself only as
an individual but also as a part of a larger whole. As Welch and Koth (in press) put it,
“using a sports metaphor, the individual athlete is now a part of a team. The self still
exists, but now is a part of something bigger” (p. 19). This something bigger can take
forms such as a movement, a political party, a cause or an idea. This space of integration
fosters a movement into the last space of practice, which Welch and Koth (in press) say is
ongoing. In this space, “an individual must intentionally strive to maintain or sustain
what has thus occurred” (p. 19).
Interestingly enough, Welch and Koth (in press) underscore the fact that their
model of spiritual formation mirrors a development they have noticed in their research
with service learning, as well. An individual who engages in service learning, they
contend, often moves through similar spaces brought about by having significant
encounters with other differing persons, situations, and philosophies that challenge the
individual to reflect on who they are in relation to the larger world. Contend Welch and
Koth (in press), “the spiritual formation process begins as an encounter with the other
that, in turn, results in a deeply personal introspection to make meaning and purpose that
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is then manifested into a set of behaviors or a way of being. Service-learning often
provides this type of experience to students by exposing them to new situations in the
community” (p. 22).
Implications for Contemporary Post-Secondary Students
Taken collectively, what do these studies and the model have to say about the
relationship between spirituality and today’s post-secondary students? Certainly the
findings from those studies suggest that contemporary college and university students are
increasingly interested in spiritual exploration and that institutions of higher learning are
taking note of their interest, though perhaps not to the extent and not always in the
manner that the students would like. Also, today’s college students see their postsecondary institutions as places where their inclinations for spiritual growth should be
heard and nurtured. Furthermore, although these studies point to the complexity of trying
to define spirituality and used varying language in an attempt to do so, they indicate that
spirituality at its core is the ongoing process of trying to make meaning from being
engaged in significant ways with other human beings and with a very complex world.
The studies also suggest that spirituality is about trying to make sense of how
encountering other human beings and other belief systems helps individuals better
understand who they are. Moreover, the studies reflect that spirituality revolves around
the cyclical dance of action and reflection and also entails the interdependent search for
an inner sense of identity and self-knowledge and the search for an outer sense of purpose
and value.
Philosophical Underpinnings

49

Though these understandings of spirituality may constitute relatively new lenses
through which many leaders in higher education are coming to view the students on their
campuses, the philosophical underpinnings embedded in those understandings are not
new to the fields of either adult development or of service learning. It is to these
philosophical underpinnings that attention will be turned next.
Spirituality and Higher Education
First and foremost, these studies point to the fact that spiritual exploration is
inherently experiential. Today’s college students are seeking to make sense of their own
experience with others, with themselves, and with the world. In both the fields of adult
development and service learning, this focus on experience is not a new concept. Both
fields trace their origins back to connections early educators such as Dewey (1938) and
Lindeman (1961) made between education and experience. The contributions made by
these educators have been discussed previously, but their influence cannot be over
estimated.
Secondly, these studies speak to the fact that a growing number of scholars and
researchers in both the fields of adult development and service learning are coming to
believe that higher education is not paying enough attention to, nor placing enough
credence in, the individual experiences of the students that inhabit today’s college and
university campuses. For example, in an article entitled, “Why Spirituality Deserves a
Central Place in Liberal Education,” Astin (2004) states,
Even a cursory look at our educational system makes it clear that the relative
amount of attention that higher education devotes to the exterior and interior
aspects of our lives has gotten way out of balance. Thus, while we are justifiably
proud of our ‘outer’ developments in the fields such as science, medicine,
technology, and commerce, we have increasingly come to neglect our ‘inner’
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development – the sphere of values and beliefs, emotional maturity, moral
development, spirituality, and self-understanding. (p. 34)
Moreover, Astin (2004) goes on to specifically discuss the resistance that so many
in higher education have to embracing and valuing not only students’ experiences but,
even more particularly, students’ understandings of their spirituality. Astin argues that
spirituality and higher education need not be at odds. In fact, said Astin, spirituality can
find a natural and needed home on college and university campuses across the country.
Before making his case, however, Astin puts forth his own definition of spirituality – one
that was, perhaps, more expansive and inclusive than any others mentioned thus far.
Astin contends that,
Spirituality points to our interiors…our subjective life, as contrasted to the
objective domain of observable behavior and material objects that you can point
to and measure directly. In other words, the spiritual domain has to do with
human consciousness – what we experience privately in our subjective awareness.
Second, spirituality involves our qualitative or affective experiences at least as
much as it does our reasoning or logic. More specifically, spirituality has to do
with the values that we hold most dear, our sense of who we are and where we
come from, our beliefs about why we are here – the meaning and purpose that we
see in our work and our life – and our sense of connectedness to each other and to
the world around us. Spirituality can also have to do with aspects of our
experience that are not easy to define or talk about, such things as intuition,
inspiration, the mysterious, and the mystical. Within this broad umbrella, virtually
everyone qualifies as a spiritual being. (p. 34)
With this understanding of spirituality in mind, Astin (2004) continues by saying
that the higher educational system in the United States has lost its equilibrium, having
come to focus far too much on the external lives of its students and faculty and not nearly
enough on the internal aspects of their lives. How, asks Astin, are today’s college
students supposed to be able to understand the complexity of the world around them if
they cannot first come to explore and embrace the complexity of their own interior
world? Ultimately, “the reality of human consciousness…is not simply that we can think
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and reason; on the contrary, the essence of being a sentient human is that we can feel, that
we can experience joy and contentment, frustration and excitement, curiosity and love”
(p. 36).
Spirituality and Adult Development
Astin (2004) goes on to say that spirituality is also intimately linked to creativity,
since the creative process entails drawing from that “mysterious, nonconscious part of the
human psyche from which all of our inspiration and creativity emerges” (p. 39). The
creative process manifests itself in the lives of faculty and students that teach and learn
across all academic disciplines. Explains Astin,
Creativity is basically a process whereby we bring into existence something new
or original. That ‘something’ can be a creative product such as a painting,
invention, essay, poem, sculpture, musical composition, dance routine, or
theatrical production, but it can also be something less tangible such as a scientific
theory, an idea for urban renewal, or a new way of teaching, mentoring, parenting,
leading, collaborating, mediating, or serving those in need. Viewed in this way,
creativity is (or should be) central to the goals of liberal learning. (p. 39)
For Astin, then, spirituality constitutes more than a just philosophical underpinning of
adult development. For him, the process of adult development as it occurs in all the
components of adult life can best be described as spiritual growth itself.
In addition to Astin (2004), Tisdell (2003) has also conducted research and
published widely in the area of spirituality and its connection to adult development. In
her book, Exploring Spirituality and Culture in Adult and Higher Education, Tisdell
(2003) uses data from that research to discuss how fundamental she believes spirituality
to be in adult formation and growth. Tisdell (2003) echoes the feelings of those
mentioned above that spirituality is mostly ignored within the higher educational context,
although she maintains that it is present in every classroom and learning environment
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nonetheless. And, like her colleagues above, she asserts that those in higher education
must do a better job of talking about and exploring issues of spirituality among the lives
of students and faculty. She writes, “Attending to spirituality in higher and adult
education, particularly as it relates to emancipatory and transformative approaches to
education, is about the engagement of passion, which involves the knowledge
construction processes of the whole person” (p. 187). Service learning would be
considered a prime example of an emancipatory or transformative approach to learning.
Tisdell (2003) continues, “The engagement of people’s passion is generally not only
about critical reflection or ‘rational discourse,’ it is also about engaging people’s hearts
and souls, as well as their minds” (p. 188). In fact, much like Astin (2004), Tisdell (2003)
believes that spirituality represents the integration of all the components of adult
development – physical, cognitive, and emotional.
For Tisdell (2003), the practice of transformative education within the higher and
adult educational contexts is a spiritual, experiential journey. Tisdell (2003) contends that
one of the best ways for college students (and faculty, for that matter) to embark on such
a journey is to enter into relationships with persons who are different from themselves –
“crossing cultural borders,” as she calls it (p. 189). In doing so, believes Tisdell (2003),
students come to explore and critique the views and beliefs with which they have grown
up, leading to a deeper understanding of who they actually are. Maintains Tisdell (2003),
“Given that spiritual development is about the ongoing development of identity, it is
intimately connected to how we understand all aspects of identity, including our gender,
ethnicity, culture, and class background” (p. 117). Being engaged in this process, believes
Tisdell (2003), leads to deeper and clearer levels of authenticity, which she defines as
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“having a sense that one is operating more from a sense of self that is defined by one’s
own self as opposed to being defined by other people’s expectations” (p. 32). At its core,
service learning offers opportunities for engaging in such cross cultural relationships and
constitutes a teaching and learning methodology within which students and faculty can
explore deeper levels of authenticity in the contexts of these relationships.
Finally, Tisdell (2003) includes a list of “seven elements of a spiritually grounded
and culturally relevant pedagogy” that are helpful and informative (p.212). She notes that
in her research and experience she has found these components to be “potentially
transformational” for adults in an educational classroom:
1. An emphasis on authenticity (both spiritual and cultural);
2. An environment that allows for the exploration of:
 The cognitive (through readings and discussion of ideas)
 The affective and relational (through connection with other people
and connection of ideas to life experiences)
 The symbolic (through art forms such as poetry, visual art, music,
drama)
3. Readings that reflect the cultures of the members of the class, and the cultural
pluralism of the geographical area relevant to the course content
4. Exploration of the individual and communal dimensions of cultural and other
dimensions of identity
5. Collaborative work that envisions and presents manifestations of multiple
dimensions of learning and strategies for change
6. Celebration of learning and provision for closure to the course
7. Recognition of the limitations of the higher education classroom, and that
transformation is an ongoing process that takes time. (p. 212)
Either philosophically or practically, service learning embraces almost all of the
components on Tisdell’s (2003) list.
In addition to Astin (2004) and Tisdell (2003), Stamm (2006b) talks extensively
about the inherent relationship between spirituality and adult development in a chapter
entitled, Leadership for Recovering Spirit. Offered as a means to encapsulate the book
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that she co-authored with Chickering and Dalton, Encouraging Authenticity &
Spirituality in Higher Education, she writes,
Martin Luther King Jr. said, ‘Our lives begin to end the day we become silent
about things that matter.’ This book is about ending the silence in higher
education. The silence about the extent to which, despite their avowed intentions,
our institutions do not provide an environment in which students are encouraged
to learn about their own purposes and values and to seek solutions to larger
human and societal issues. (p. 243)
For Stamm (2006b), ending the silence in higher education involves paying attention to
the inward, existential questions that today’s college students are asking about
themselves, about their world, and about the connection between the two. Like the
scholars mentioned above, Stamm (2006b) also sees these questions as spiritual ones. So,
too, does Dalton (2006) who maintains, “College is an intellectual journey, but it is also a
time of inward spiritual journey in which students expect a personal transformation into
something new and more complete. If we miss this reality about students (and we often
do), we fail to understand what truly matters most to them” (p. 154).
To this end, Chickering (2006) also highlights the importance of helping young
adults in college develop self-reflective and critical thinking skills that will better enable
them to take in and make sense of the complexity they come to explore within their own
psyche, as well as the complexity of the world beyond. Adding his voice to others
discussed previously Chickering makes the point that,
We are all ‘meaning-making’ creatures. From our earliest days we are trying to
make sense of our world. The meanings we make – and remake and remake –
provide an ongoing, increasingly complex, and increasingly solidified context in
which we interpret and assimilate new experiences. (p. 131).
But more importantly, Chickering goes on to say that this meaning-making does not
happen in a vacuum. Citing recent research from “new technologies, scientists –
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neurophysiologists, molecular biologists, neuroanatomists, chemists, and medical
researchers,” Chickering maintains that substantial research now indicates that the human
brain does not “simply reproduce external reality. Instead, apparently about 80% of what
we perceive and think we understood is in fact rooted in prior attitudes, information,
ideas, and emotional reflexes. Only about 20% comes from the ‘external reality” (p. 131).
Helping today’s college students learn how to become cognizant of and examine such
preconceived beliefs and prejudices is vital, says Chickering if real growth, development,
and maturity is to be realized.
Making opportunities such as service learning available during the college years
can provide the structure for such exploration to occur. In fact, Chickering (2006)
contends that,
Among “the pedagogical practices calling for behaviors that are consistent with
our desired outcomes concerning spiritual growth and strengthening authenticity,
purpose, and meaning…the most powerful is service learning. By now we have
unequivocal evidence concerning the impact of service learning on students. (p.
135)
Chickering underscores the validity of pedagogical methods such as service learning
because of their ability to foster what he referred to as “deep learning” (p. 133). Deep
learning occurs as students engage and wrestle with ideas and experiences found not only
in the classroom but with those encountered in the larger world beyond the classroom as
well. Deep learning encourages students to resist the temptation to be passive learners,
where truth and authority reside only in textbooks, in faculty, or in other external
authorities. As Chickering explains, deep learning takes hold when,
We ask how the texts, ideas, information, concepts, and data relate to our own
thinking, our own attitudes, our own behavior in the world. Deep learning asks us
to reflect on our particular mental models, our preexisting prejudices. It asks us
how this new learning builds on, connects with, challenges our prior knowledge
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and competence. This is the kind of meaning making that is the primary
characteristic of deep learning. Deep learning asks that we create and re-create
our own personal understandings. It asks that we apply new information to varied
real-life settings and reflect on what those experiences tell us about the validity of
the concepts, the limits of their applicability, the shortcomings of our own
understandings, and our behavioral shortfalls. It is through engaging in recurrent
cycles of such behaviors that we generate deep learning that lasts. (p. 133)
The Importance of Difference
As was clear from the discussion above concerning the connections between
spirituality and adult development, the concept of spiritual growth and transformation
that unfolds from the process of being exposed to relationships with persons and contexts
that are different or unfamiliar has been a prevalent one. It has been so prevalent, in fact,
that including a brief exploration into a model that seeks to explain it in a more tangible
way proved beneficial. A fundamental component in service learning involves this
process of forming relationships, not only for adult students who engage in service
learning, but also for those who live, work, or learn in the community contexts where the
service learning occurs. As Bringle and Steinberg (2010) maintain, service learning is a
teaching methodology “that makes diversity issues particularly salient to students by
placing them in community environments in which they interact with persons who are
different from themselves in terms of racial, economic, religious, or other background
characteristics” (p. 434). They go on to note that “research studies have documented that
service learning has an impact on student perceptions, values, and behaviors related to
diversity” (p. 434). A framework that seems to especially lend itself to this process as it
occurs for adults within the context of service learning was one offered by Chavez,
Guido-DiBrito, and Mallory (2003).
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In their article entitled, “Learning to Value the ‘Other’: A Framework of
Individual Diversity Development,” Chavez et al. (2003) begin by pointing out that
diversity is increasingly becoming the norm on college and university campuses, as well
as in the society as a whole. It is imperative, the authors say, that educators and
practitioners become better equipped, both personally and professionally, to help enable
the adults on their campuses embrace diversity as a cognitive paradigm and as a lived,
experiential understanding. Consequently, Chavez et al. seek to put forth a framework for
doing this that defines “individual diversity development as ‘cognitive, affective, and
behavioral growth processes toward consciously valuing complex and integrated
differences in others and ourselves’” (p. 453).
Chavez et al. (2003) also assert that their framework is not intended to be used
first and foremost as a means to promote “tolerance, sensitivity, or awareness among
campus community members” but is primarily focused on providing a comprehensive
individual model of “cognitive, spiritual, psychological, and social behavioral
transformation” (p. 455). They note that many other developmental theories come out of
a more positivist understanding that falls short of taking into account the complexity of
human systems in general, as well as the uniqueness of each individual specifically, that
are at play in understanding diversity development. With these caveats in mind, Chavez
et al. go on to outline their framework. They explain, “The diversity developmental
framework we propose…shows aspects of a framework in which individuals develop in a
nonlinear…and a deepening and expanding way toward valuing, and possibly choosing to
validate, those who are other” (p. 456). In the framework, adults progress from a place of
unawareness of certain groups of people whom they would perceive as other to

58

eventually coming to validate and incorporate those groups into their worldview. Also,
the framework indicates that as adults move through this process, they come to view
individuals within those other groups as unique persons who represent “a composite of
many characteristics – some that seem other…and some that seem familiar. The
intersection of the many characteristics inherent in any individual makes it impossible to
understand and know them by utilizing only one lens of a generalized concept of one
another’s many identities” (p. 456).
Chavez et al. (2003) underscore the fact that individual diversity development is
an awkward and “uncomfortable” process for most adults, since there seems to be
something innate within human beings that makes otherness difficult to handle, at least
initially (p. 457). However, to the extent that adults can embrace this growth, their world
opens up significantly. The authors admit that they were calling for “a meaningful
change, not just sensitivity and awareness, but change in an individual’s way of being,
the development of a way of seeing and interpreting the world, much like Kegan’s (1994)
description of meaning making” (p. 458). Chavez et al. go on to say that this process
takes time and practice and that “most individuals begin at the cognitive level and at
some point leap to the emotional practice and on to the behavioral components of each
dimension of the model, although all three appear to interact in a meaningful gestalt” (p.
458).
Without spending much time to unpack each stage in the framework, it is
nonetheless helpful to at least name them. Depicting them as sections of a slice of pie and
starting from the sliver closest the middle of the pie and working outward toward the
crust, the five dimensions are as follows: “unawareness/lack of exposure to the other”;
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“dualistic awareness”; “questioning/self-exploration”; “risk taking/exploration of
otherness”; and, “integration/validation” (Chavez et al., 2003, p. 459). Chavez et al. stress
that these stages are not necessarily linear and that adults may experience them “at
various stages, simultaneously, repeatedly, or not at all” (p. 458). They also reiterate that
there seems to be a continual interplay between the cognitive, affective, and behavioral
components within each dimension.
Summary
To summarize this second part of the literature review, the scholars and
researchers discussed above underscore the fact that spirituality constitutes fundamental
philosophical underpinnings out of which both adult development and service learning
have developed. First and foremost, spirituality points to the long-held belief that adult
education and experience are inherently connected. Moreover, for many in the realm of
adult and higher education, spirituality can serve as a counter-weight to an educational
system that has gotten significantly out of balance. Spirituality highlights the contention
that real learning for adults must involve the whole person, including the inner realm
where creativity, passion, affect, identity, meaning, and authenticity reside. Preparing
today’s college and university students for the complexity and ambiguity of the world
they will soon inherit will only happen if they have been equipped with the tools of
introspection, reflective awareness, and critical thinking. Also, spirituality is tied to the
idea that higher education should do more than just train students how to make a living;
rather, many believe it should be truly a transformational experience in terms of helping
students come to understand themselves and their place in the world. In addition,
spirituality points to the fact that perhaps adult development occurs most deeply and
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completely in the context of relationships – relationships between those who represent
differing backgrounds, understandings, experiences and assumptions. Finally, service
learning can provide an excellent crucible where those kinds of relationships can be
explored and where these notions of spirituality can be made manifest and can be better
understood in the lives of post-secondary students who engage in it.
Consequently, this research project attempts to provide a crucible within which
that could happen. Using qualitative methodology, the project seeks to explore in greater
depth the experiences of a small group of adult learners who engaged in service learning.
Their reflections on what those experiences were like, as well as their understandings of
the resulting changes, if any, they noticed in themselves and with their relationship with
the larger world, will add to the scope of this important body of knowledge and research.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Some questions lend themselves to numerical answers; some don’t. If you want to
know how much people weigh, use a scale. If you want to know if they’re obese,
measure body fat in relation to height and weight and compare the results to
population norms. If you want to know what their weight means to them, how it
affects them, how they think about it, and what they do about it, you need to ask
them questions, find out about their experiences, and hear their stories. (Patton,
2002, p. 13)
Along the same line, this study is intended to discuss what service learning means
to a small group of adult learners. How will it impact their lives? How will it inform their
understanding of spirituality? How will it shape the feelings they come to claim about
themselves and their larger world? What transformations will it bring about? How will
they tell the stories of their experiences? As Patton’s quote implies, questions such as
these lend themselves to particular kinds of research. Moreover, service learning touches
on the numerous systemic, developmental, and inter-related forces that shape the unique
characters of those who participate in it. Exploring the nature of the changes that can
come from engaging in service learning is complex and most always ambiguous.
Consequently, such inquiry calls for the approach of qualitative research that aims for
depth more than breadth and for individual understanding more than collective
generalization (Patton, 2002, p. 14).
In addition, since exploring the essence of the transformations that may evolve in
how these adult learners come to understand their spirituality as a result of participating
in service learning is the primary focus of this inquiry, the project will also be guided by
a phenomenological perspective. According to Patton (2002) the primary question asked
by phenomenology is, “What is the meaning, structure, and essence of the lived
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experience of this phenomenon for this person or group of people?” (p. 104).
Furthermore, continues Patton, phenomenology is also concerned with what people do
with the experiences they have and how they “make sense of experience” (p. 104). Since
this study seeks to explore the nature of the experiences of adult learners who engage in
service learning, as well as the potential meaning or understandings they may derive from
doing so, phenomenology is an especially helpful lens through which to view this project.
Finally, this study will be also be informed by a constructivist framework (Patton,
2002, p. 96). This orientation follows from the belief that the adult learners who
participate in the study are actively engaged in creating and constructing their own reality
and their own understanding of knowledge, based largely on their individual experiences.
Real differences, then, will likely exist in how each participant makes sense of whatever
transformations come about from his or her experience with service learning. It is these
differences, coupled with the themes and patterns which bind them together, that may
prove most intriguing.
The Site
The site for this project is the Hinton Rural Life Center, located on the northern
shore of Lake Chatuge in Hayesville, North Carolina. Begun back in 1957 with four acres
and a shared vision held by its small group of founders, the Hinton Center has grown into
a sprawling complex of approximately thirty-three acres that encompass an
administration building, a large lodge, guest cabins, dining rooms, a gift shop, a labyrinth
and a lake area with a dock and picnic facilities. Now affiliated with the United
Methodist Church, Hinton serves as a retreat and conference center throughout the year
for individuals and groups from around the country. However, Hinton’s main focus is on
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its volunteer program that works primarily with low-income families from the
surrounding tri-county area in northeast Georgia and southwest North Carolina (The
Hinton Center for Rural Life, About Hinton, para. 1).
Hinton’s volunteer program focuses mainly on two major initiatives – existing
home repair and new home construction. Volunteers work with individuals and families
who have existing housing in need of repair and who are physically or financially unable
to make those repairs themselves. Volunteer Director, Julia Buckner, explains that this
can include anything from simple repairs and maintenance such as cleaning out clogged
gutters or painting to major repairs such as rewiring electrical systems and installing
vinyl siding. However, volunteers are also involved in Hinton’s new home construction
program, as well. As Ms. Buckner describes, the Hinton Center works with government
programs and local lending institutions to offer low-income persons without adequate
housing extremely low or no interest loans. People must apply for this Hinton program
and meet certain financial criteria, as well as agree to work a total number of hours
during the construction process themselves. The houses are constructed on land that the
Hinton Center purchased in an effort to build not only individual houses, but a real
community, as well (J. A. Buckner, personal communication, February 6, 2010).
The Hinton Center was chosen as the site for this project for several reasons, with
one being the unique, intensive service-learning summer program that it offers.
Undergraduate and graduate students from around the country work as summer staff for a
ten-week timeframe that includes one week of focused education and training. The
students serve as counselors and work crew leaders to the groups of youth and adults that
came to volunteer for one-week periods during the summer months. As a part of their
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preparation for serving in this role, the students who work at Hinton read the text, A
Community of Character, by Hauerwas (1981), a professor at Duke Divinity School and
at the Duke University School of Law. This text introduces the students to the systemic
issues that undergird community, as well as to the complex challenges that can make
creating it difficult. The students also keep journals and meet regularly throughout the
summer for discussion and reflection. Although the students are required to participate in
each of these course activities as part of their job responsibilities, no grade is assigned (J.
A. Bucker, personal communication, February 6, 2010).
This intentional focus on community is a second reason that Hinton Center was
chosen as the site for this project. As has been discussed previously, educators and
researchers seem to believe that engaging the world, and especially those in the world
who come from differing backgrounds, plays a major role in fostering the transformations
that can come from engaging in service learning. The summer staff students who serve as
the participants in this project are not only engaged with each other in significant ways
throughout their time at Hinton, but are also engaged in significant ways with the wide
variety of volunteers they lead and with the wide variety of homeowners and future
homeowners with whom they work. Hinton’s focus on these relationships and on the
diversity that they likely embrace reflects a great deal of the philosophy that supports the
efficacy of service learning.
A third reason the Hinton Center was chosen is because of its comfort with
spiritual exploration. Although its affiliation with the United Methodist Church is clear,
Hinton hosts volunteers and employs staff (including the summer staff) who represent a
wider variety of faith traditions, including those from no faith tradition at all. Hinton
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includes in its mission and vision statement that it wants “to be a place of hospitality,
spiritual growth, and renewal” (Hinton Center, About Hinton, para. 3). This kind of
diversity provides a rich soil in which spiritual growth and exploration can take place.
The Participants
The participants for this project consist of the eight members of the 2010 summer
staff at Hinton, including James, Alane, Billy, Robert, Chris, Wilson, Doug, and Swen
(all pseudonyms). All participants are male, except for Alane and Chris. All participants
are Caucasian. Robert (age 19), Wilson (age 19), Chris (age 20), and Swen (age 21) are
undergraduate students, with Robert majoring in Business and Public Policy, Wilson and
Chris majoring in music, and Swen majoring in architecture. James (age 22), Alane (age
23), and Billy (age 23) are each in their first year of seminary, having entered their
programs directly after college. Finally, Doug (age 23) is in a graduate program in
education.
Access and Permission
In preparation for conducting this project, IRB approval from the University of
Memphis was first attained (see Appendix A). A component of that approval was the
informed consent of each participant in the project. A copy of the consent form was
provided and discussed with each participant prior to their involvement (see Appendix
B). Although the Hinton Center did not have nor require a consent form similar to the one
used at the University of Memphis, it was important to secure formal written permission
from Jacqueline Gottlieb, President and CEO of the Hinton Center, to use the actual name
of the Hinton Center in the dissertation (see Appendix C).
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Photo-elicitation as a Means of Data Collection
Data was gathered primarily from the photo-elicitation interviews that were
conducted with each student who participated in the project. Because photo-elicitation is
not a common form of data collection, a brief review of the methodology follows,
including a rationale for why this particular form of data collection was selected for this
project. The review is framed by the work of three researchers who incorporated photoelicitation into the data collection of their research projects. These three were chosen
because the focus of each project, though different in many ways, was nonetheless
concerned with adult learning in some way.
The first project is described by researcher, Taylor (2002), in his article entitled,
“Using Still Photography in Making Meaning of Adult Educators’ Teaching Beliefs.” In
his article, Taylor explains that photo-elicitation within a qualitative research project is
simply “a technique that involves using still photographs to stimulate the interview
process” (p. 127). He adds that this methodology often elicits deeper and more
meaningful responses from research participants in interviews than by using only verbal
prompts alone. In his project, Taylor asked the adult educators who participated in his
study to take pictures that in some way illustrated their understanding of what teaching
meant to them. Taylor outlines why he chose photo-elicitation as his means for data
collection, contending that “photography as a research tool has been under-appreciated
and marginally used in the field of education and even less so in adult education” (p.
123). Taylor bemoans this fact and explains why photo-elicitation can be such a powerful
research tool. He writes that,
Photographs offer rich descriptive images that can help make sense of subjective
experience….When used in research to understand how people define their selves
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and their world, photography often sheds light on the taken for granted or the
unquestioned. Photographs offer more than just ‘historical rendering of the setting
and its participants’....They often reveal unconscious beliefs behind the picturetaking process itself. (p. 123)
Taylor (2002) adds that although the material that is captured within a photograph
is important, what is not captured is also noteworthy and can reveal understandings about
the photographer’s worldview. Taylor puts the evocative potential of photo-elicitation
another way by citing the work of Weber and Mitchell (1995) who maintain that
photographs “offer a different kind of glimpse into human sense making than written or
spoken texts do, because they can express that which is not easily put into words: the
ineffable, the elusive, the not-yet thought-through, the subconscious” (as cited in Taylor,
p. 304). Taylor also points out a distinction that is worth noting. The more common
method of photo-elicitation is where a researcher either takes photographs or chooses
pictures that already exist and uses them for the research participants to examine and
discuss within the context of an interview. Another less used form, however, is called
auto-photography, wherein the research participants themselves take the pictures that will
be used for discussion and interpretation in the interviews. Taylor also notes that some
researchers have also used the terms, “visitor employed photography,” or, “respondentgenerated photography,” as well (p. 125). Using this method, Taylor underscores,
“ensures that each point of view is reflected in the images of the photographs, not simply
the researcher’s. This approach further centers the research process with the participant”
(p. 128). Though these other terms are synonymous, the term, “photo-elicitation,” will be
used throughout the remainder of this project since it is the more commonly recognized
name.
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Taylor (2002) also discusses the value of using photo-elicitation coupled with
verbal interviews in which both the research participants and the researcher explore and
interpret the photographs taken by the research participants. This method is referred to as
“photo-interviewing” or “projective interviewing” (p. 127). Explains Taylor,
Photographs spontaneously invite and encourage open expression and rapport that
a verbal interview alone could not as easily accomplish….Furthermore,
photography and language are interdependent mediums for expression that have
the potential to assist each other in making meaning of an experience….Similarly,
photographs provide a frame for language, a place in which to focus the meaningmaking process and a catalyst that can extend and enhance the interpretation of
what the participants believe about the subject under study. (p. 127)
Taylor adds that having the research participants involved in the exploration and
interpretation of the photographs they take helps to further ensure that the photographs
are reflecting a truer reflection of the participants’ reality and understanding.
Finally, Taylor (2002) includes a number of strengths and weaknesses that arose
from using photo-elicitation as a qualitative research methodology in his project. For
Taylor, the strengths include the fact that the photographs “promoted a collaborative
research experience, provided a mutual research context for the participant and the
researcher, enhanced the expression of beliefs through visual metaphors, and offered the
opportunity for reflexive learning” (p. 129). Conversely, however, Taylor notes that the
problems with using photo-elicitation “seem to rest predominately with the technological
challenges associated with taking photographs, participants’ confidence and comfort with
the use of photography, and the manner in which participants conceptualized the role of
still photography in representing reality” (p. 129).
Turning now to the second research project, this work was conducted by T.A.
Loeffler (2004) and appeared in the Australian Journal of Outdoor Education several
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years ago. In his project, Loeffler explores “the meaning of outdoor education
experiences and the role photography plays in assisting students to make connections
from their outdoor experiences to their everyday lives” (Abstract, para. 1). Citing similar
reasons as those mentioned above by Taylor (2002), Loeffler (2004) also makes the case
for using a research methodology such as photo-elicitation in projects such as his.
Loeffler writes that, “Photographs are containers in which many things can be stored;
they can hold details, memories, emotions, and meanings. They allow moments to be
captured and stored for later recall and sharing. Photographs can ‘speak’ for us when we
cannot find the words” (Introduction, para. 2). Loeffler’s words suggest the truth of the
old adage that ‘a picture…[really]…is worth a thousand words’. As is the case with
trying to describe the nature of spirituality, I believe that often there are no words.
Loeffler (2004) provides a detailed description of how he analyzed his data. Using
the NUD*IST software program for coding purposes, Loeffler first coded a total of 511
photographs that were taken by the research participants into 32 categories. Next, these
categories were condensed into 12 more overarching categories, which Loeffler then
“further collapsed into three emergent photographic themes: outdoor activity, outdoor
environment and group members” (Data Analysis Procedures, para. 2). Loeffler notes
that data analysis was inherently intertwined with data collection and that a cyclical
process soon emerged between the collected data, the related literature, and theory.
It is not necessary to spend a great deal of time detailing the findings that emerged
from Loeffler’s (2004) work. However, it is worth noting that Loeffler stresses his belief
that the use of photo-elicitation played a fundamental role in enabling his research
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participants to make sense of their experiences which, in turn, constituted the focus of his
research. He summarizes that,
For the research participants, outdoor trips provided the opportunity for
significant and intense experience on many levels: personal, relational and
spiritual. The meanings ascribed to these experiences were interwoven, multifaceted, and complex and were not always clear to the participants until they
reflected on their experiences later in time….It is evident from this study that
photography can play a major role in how participants capture, record, share and
make sense of their experiences. What some outdoor educators may find a
nuisance or waste of time is actually a critical reflective tool for some
participants. (Discussion and Implications, para. 1)
Despite the overwhelmingly positive outcomes from using photo-elicitation in his
research project, however, Loeffler did note that some of the research participants were
put off by using a camera, finding that it took away from their experience in the present
moment.
The third project was conducted by Mayhew (2004). It was selected not only
because it included photo-elicitation as a means for data collection, but also because of its
dual focus on adult education and spirituality. The parallels between Mayhew’s project
and this research project are certainly instructive. Since several aspects of Mayhew’s
project were discussed earlier in chapter 2, attention here will be focused on the
methodology he chose to employ.
Since Mayhew (2004) was trying to explore the essence of the students’
experiences with spirituality, he chose phenomenology as the qualitative methodology.
Mayhew quotes the qualitative guru, Moustakas, who said that phenomenology “involves
a return to experience in order to obtain comprehensive descriptions that provide the
basis for reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of the experience” (as
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cited in Mayhew, 2004). Mayhew also states that he drew on his own lived experience,
which he also describes in great detail in his research project.
Mayhew (2004) explains that he gave each of the eight participants a
digital/disposable camera and asked them to take ten pictures of “images that reflect his
or her working meanings of ‘spirituality’” (p. 654). After they did so, each participant
was asked to come up with “full-sentence captions” for each picture they took with the
reasons why they chose to include each photograph they selected (p. 654). Then, each of
the participants’ “mini-album” (the pictures with the captions) was used to guide a 30-45
minute interview (p. 654).
Finally, Mayhew (2004) also includes the probes he used to guide his semistructured interviews. They included the following:
1. How are you feeling today?
2. Please describe for me your experience as a photojournalist. Did you find this
study interesting? Why or why not?
3. What does spirituality mean to you?
4. Are there any common themes represented in your set of ten pictures? How do
these pictures interrelate?
5. What was your frame of reference when you were taking each picture? What
were you thinking about?
6. How did you feel when you were taking each picture?
7. Describe for me a spiritual experience that you have had in your life. What
made that experience spiritual for you?
8. In your own words, can you please describe the essence of spirituality for me?
(p. 670)
In concluding this brief review of photo-elicitation, information from two other
researchers is worth including, as well. Beginning with Bhattacharya (2007), who first
introduced me to photo-elicitation, she describes photo-elicitation as “an alternative way
of knowing in qualitative research,” explaining that “a participant can speak in ways that
are meaningful to her/him if the conversation is elicited through a personalized object,
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event, experience, etc.” (p. 20). Bhattacharya adds that in addition to photo-elicitation,
other methods can be used as the means for data collection, such as “object-elicitations,
video-elicitations…[and]…lyric-elicitations (p. 20). Bhattacharya goes on to explain that
some qualitative researchers refer to these methodologies as “scholartistry” wherein
“scholarship and art is combined to create knowledge” (p. 20). I like that word and the
blending of seemingly disparate disciplines that it represents.
The second researcher who is also worth mentioning was Harper (2003). In his
chapter entitled, “Reimagining Visual Methods: Galileo to Neuromancer,” Harper makes
a precautionary point about using methodologies such as photo-elicitation in qualitative
research that proves interesting. Harper warns that researchers must be cognizant of the
power differences that are at play within the course of any research project where
photography is used as a means for data collection. Harper explains that,
We need to acknowledge that photography embodies the unequal relationships
that are part of most research activities. I can enter into the worlds of the poor by
living temporarily on the street, and I can photograph the worlds I encounter
there, but a homeless person cannot infiltrate and photograph the life of my
university president. (p. 193)
Because of the inherent power differentials, says Harper, many researchers have given up
the use of photo-elicitation in the more traditional sense, where the researcher either takes
or selects the photographs used to elicit responses from the research participants.
However, Harper adds that other researchers have taken to the practice of letting the
research participants take their own photographs (known as auto-photography), as was
done in this project. “In this method,” explains Harper, “photographs (often accompanied
by text that expands upon the images) represent inspired reflection,” whereby the power
inequalities are not as much at play (p. 193).
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Gathering the Data
Given the preceding discussion of photo-elicitation, a general interview guide
approach was used in this project. As Patton (2002) describes, employing a general
interview approach helps to ensure that the subjects addressed with each interviewee
remain consistent, while still allowing room for flexibility and spontaneity within each
interview. According to Patton, “the interview guide provides topics or subject areas
within which the interviewer is free to explore, probe, and ask questions that will
elucidate and illuminate that particular subject…the interviewer remains free to build a
conversation” (p. 343). As in Mayhew’s (2004) project that was discussed above, the
participants’ mini-albums (the photos taken by the participants combined with the fullsentence captions that described the photos) were used to guide the interviews. Using
Mayhew’s (2004) questions as a template, the probes that were used to guide the
interview were as follows:


How is your day going so far?



Tell me about your experience with taking the pictures. Did you find this project
interesting? Why or why not?



What does the concept of spirituality mean to you?



Are there any common themes that emerge for you from your set of ten pictures?
How do these pictures relate with each other?



What was your frame of reference when you were taking each picture? What were
you thinking about?



How did you feel when you were taking each picture?
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Tell me about spiritual experience that you have had in your life. What made that
experience a spiritual experience for you?



How would you describe the real essence of spirituality?



Do you notice a change in the pictures you took throughout the summer? If so,
how would you describe the change? To what would you attribute the change?
Each participant was interviewed one time at the end of the summer, with each

interview lasting around 60 minutes. With each participant’s consent, each interview was
tape recorded and later transcribed. For purposes of data collection and analysis, each
participant was offered a choice of either using his or her first name or being assigned a
pseudonym. If a participant had not wanted to be tape recorded, notes would have been
taken during the conversation. However, all participants agreed to be tape recorded. In
order to establish a relationship with participants and ensure repetition and consistency
across all the interviews, each interview was begun by going over the consent form,
discussing any questions or concerns that arose, and sharing some information about the
research.
I also kept a journal for field notes and for reflexive analysis that helped me
chronicle my role in the entire research process. The journal included entries I made
shortly after each interview, as well as thoughts and reflections I would have that related
to the research process in general. I also made journal entries describing my experience at
each of the weekly discussion and reflection meetings that I was able to attend throughout
the summer. These meetings provided a time for the participants to share and discuss the
photographs they had taken each week that depicted their understandings of spirituality,
as well as to discuss the related issues that arose from them. According to Patton (2002),
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this source of data collection is critical in qualitative research, since it reminds the
researcher “to be attentive to and conscious of the cultural, political, social, linguistic,
and ideological origins of one’s own perspective and voices of those one interviews and
those to whom one reports” (p. 68).
Analyzing the Data
Patton (2002) underscores the complexity and the ambiguity embedded in
qualitative analysis, saying that “no formula exists for that transformation. Guidance, yes.
But no recipe…the final destination remains unique for each inquirer, known only when
– and if – arrived at” (p. 432). The difficulty lies, continues Patton, in attempting to bring
order and meaning out of the chaos that huge amounts of qualitative data can induce.
Though no recipe may exist, this project hopes to make good use of several important
“ingredients” in order to conduct sound analysis and strengthen the credibility of its
findings. These are discussed below.
In her book entitled Introduction to qualitative methods in education: A student
handbook, Bhattacharya (2007) suggests a method for qualitative data analysis that lends
itself to projects such as this one, where methodologies like photo-elicitation and
reflexive journaling are used for data collection. She recommends inductive analysis with
an open coding system that flows continually from reading, chunking and labeling the
raw units of data (coding) to organizing the units of data into larger categories
(categorizing) to asking analytical questions of the categorized data until patterns or
themes emerge across and within categories (thematizing). Inductive analysis entails
working up from the various sources of data, or going from the specific to the general.
This form of analysis is reflective of the iterative nature of qualitative research, wherein
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one continuously moves back and forth between components of the research project. Data
analysis comes to resemble more of a spiral shape rather than a straight line
(Bhattacharya, 2007).
Mayhew’s (2004) means of data analysis from his project mirrored this overall
process, as well, giving credence to using such a method with data generated from photoelicitation. Mayhew first reviewed each of the mini-albums and read through each of the
transcribed interviews. Next, he selected key statements from the data that pertained
directly to his research questions. After reading through all of the key statements, he
removed any redundant or unclear statements. With the pieces of data that were left,
Mayhew then began organizing them into groups, assigning themes to each group.
Finally, he reorganized these themed groups into “overarching categories” (Treatment of
the Data, para. 2). Along each step in the process, Mayhew returned to the mini-albums
and to the interview transcripts to ensure his emerging themes and categories were on
target, again manifesting the iterative nature of qualitative analysis. My project followed
the same process.
Moreover, in an effort to further ensure trustworthiness and academic rigor in this
project, several other tools that complimented the analysis method outlined above were
also used. First, I followed a principle put forth by Moustakas (1994), who refers to the
first actual stage of data analysis as the epoche phase. Towards this end, a subjectivities
statement (included below) which was a part of the reflexive journal I kept throughout the
research process, was developed. This statement includes a discussion of the ‘baggage’
that I brought to the phenomenon of spirituality and service learning – my feelings, ideas,
preconceptions, and assumptions about it. This helped enable me to be more cognizant of
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how I might have colored, filtered and impeded the research process, as well as how I
might have automatically interpreted the research findings. Second, triangulation was
used by drawing on the interviews, the participants’ mini-albums, and the reflexive
journal as outlined above (Creswell, 1998, p. 202).
Third, as Tisdell (2000) recommends, an initial analysis was constructed after
each of the interviews was completed, using the constant comparison method until
patterns began to form. Finally, member checks were conducted by asking each
interviewee to read the transcript of his or her interview to ensure accuracy (Creswell,
1998, p. 202).
The Researcher’s Role
Early in his textbook on qualitative methodology, Patton (2002) underscores an
important and seemingly paradoxical concept within the field of qualitative research –
“empathetic neutrality.” As Patton elaborates,
Empathy…describes a stance toward the people one encounters – it
communicates understanding, interest, and caring. Neutrality suggests a stance
toward their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors – it means being nonjudgmental.
Neutrality can actually facilitate rapport and help build a relationship that
supports empathy by disciplining the researcher to be open to the other person and
nonjudgmental in that openness. (p. 53)
As Patton explains, this notion of defining empathy as a primary tool within the
qualitative research process is an important one, for it enables a researcher to seek to
enter another’s world and to try and make sense of and understand that world. Remaining
completely neutral though, as Patton conceived it, can be quite difficult and is, perhaps,
ultimately impossible.
However, by becoming more cognizant of biases and prejudices that might get in
the way of neutrality, maintains Patton (2002), a researcher can maximize her or his
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potential to remain more objective. Much like Moustakas’ (1994) subjectivity statement
alluded to above, Patton refers to this process as “reflexivity”, admonishing “the
qualitative inquirer to be attentive to and conscious of the cultural, political, social,
linguistic, and ideological origins of one’s own perspective and voice” (p. 65). What
follows below is a brief look at how I understood my own particular perspective and
voice as I began this research project.
Subjectivities Statement
To begin with, I am a white, middle-class, American, English-speaking male.
While I am keenly aware, at least to some extent, of the rewards that this has brought me
on a variety of levels, political, socio-economic, social and religious to name only a few,
I am also keenly aware, at least to some extent, of the parallel and negative consequences
this position has had on others at each of those same levels. Because I have been
rewarded, others have been deprived. Because I have been accepted, others have been
rejected. Though I have admittedly enjoyed the freedom and the ease with which I have
operated in my society, I have come to be troubled by so many of the inherent
repercussions that my position brings just the same. Too many white, middle-class,
American, English-speaking males have been at the root causes of so much of the
injustice and pain in the world today.
Because of this perceived tension, I am aware that my natural pattern is to lean
towards the underdog rather than the top dog, towards the marginalized rather than the
mainstream, towards the unconventional rather than the traditional, towards the
communal rather than the corporate. As I conduct this qualitative research, I must strive
to be vigilant of what a good friend calls my tendency to function as the only “liberal
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fundamentalist” he knows. I admit that I can be just as guilty of the same crimes from the
so-called “liberal” side of the spectrum as those I am so quick to accuse on the so-called
“conservative” side of it. If I am not careful, I am likely to unfairly slant the research
process in similar ways.
Also, I know that I approach the world, and both the animate and the inanimate
components of it, systemically rather than linearly. Where there may really be a straight
line, I am likely to draw circles and spirals. Where “A” may really cause “B”, I am likely
to want to tack on contingencies and alternative possibilities. Where many might want to
insert an exclamation point, I am likely to want to replace it with a question mark. While
I believe this viewpoint can certainly lend itself to doing good qualitative research, I also
realize that I may have the tendency to read more into some interactions and exchanges
with people than is actually there and to gravitate towards others that operate in the same
fashion.
Along a similar vein, I know that I am both a constructivist and a contextualist,
believing that each of us constructs our own reality – a reality that is heavily and quite
often unconsciously influenced by our particular context and by the story out of which we
were raised. The rub for me, though, is that some realities are easier for me to accept than
are others, for the reasons I have already outlined. I will have to work to give the bornagain Baptist student in my research project as much credit as the Agnostic one and the
dualistic-thinking student as much respect as the one who embraces ambiguity and
paradox.
Also, I am painfully aware of the fact that I am a recovering idealist. While I hope
and expect to find that transformation occurs within the lives of the adult students that
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compose this project, I have to admit that it might not be the case. For some students,
service-learning may ultimately lead to a larger fear, judgment and mistrust of those they
perceive as different from themselves. For others, service learning may have little or no
impact on how they understand the connection between themselves and the world around
them. Still for others, engaging in service learning may not impact or inform their
spiritual growth in the least. To the extent that I am able to be aware of these influences
and not analyze nor interpret data through my own biases and assumptions, both my
research methodology, as well as the findings that will come from it, will be much
cleaner and more credible.
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Chapter 4
Findings
As mentioned above, the work of analyzing a copious amount of qualitative data
is not always straightforward. At times it is like watching an awkward dance between the
two proverbial partners of science and art, each moving to the beat of music that the other
seemingly cannot hear. Oftentimes these partners seem to oppose to each other, each
pulling in what appear to be opposite directions. The science of inductive analysis, with
its steady, repetitive beat of reading, labeling, chunking and categorizing, must
undoubtedly take the lead. Thankfully, in this project it did most of the time. However,
when trying to listen to the silent, metaphorical music that is created by photographs,
science must at least periodically defer to the much more subtle and inconsistent rhythms
of intuition and bursts of insight and connection that only art can adequately hear.
Thankfully, in this project it did at such times. As I watched this lengthy, ungainly
analytical dance unfold, a few of the steps started to look familiar. The disparate
movements of science and art began to coalesce, giving way to patterns that slowly but
definitely appeared as worn treads on the dance floor.
Consistent images and themes from the participants and their sets of pictures in
this study regarding their understanding of their spirituality at the end of their summer of
service learning at the Hinton Center began to emerge, as did notions of how and why
those understandings had changed. This chapter includes a description of the seven
themes, followed by a discussion of what seemed to give rise to them. In order to stay
true to the principles that undergird qualitative research in general and the philosophy
supporting photo-elicitation as a means of collecting qualitative data in particular, I
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chose to use the participants’ words and pictures in presenting the findings from this
project as much as possible, keeping my own voice to a minimum. The chapter ends with
linking these findings back to other research and theory.
For the sake of clarity, the names that each of the eight participants in this study
chose for themselves are Billy, James, Robert, Doug, Swen, Chris, Wilson, and Alane. At
times they will refer to the “groups of adults” or “kids” that comprised the various groups
of volunteers that each participant led throughout the summer. The eight participants will
also reference the “homeowners,” meaning the Hinton clients who owned the houses
where the participants and their groups of volunteers worked.
Theme 1: Spirituality as relationship and community
“The art of giving and receiving”
The most pervasive theme that emerged from across the span of data was the
notion of the project participants coming to understand spirituality within the context of
significant relationship and community. Overarching comments such as Billy’s were
extremely common. When asked about themes he saw in his pictures that symbolized
spirituality to him he responded, “I would say relationship, not just an event that just
randomly happens, but a relationship happening….Or watching a person interact with
another person or with a group of people”. James had a similar kind of insight as he
looked at his pictures, commenting that “I guess I see God in people. I can’t help it.
Every person has something about them that is deeply spiritual whether they want to
believe it or whether they think they do or not. And so when I see people really coming
together and working together, I see God which means I see spirituality”. Robert, too,
underscored the strong link he came to make between spirituality and community by
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saying, “my definition of spirituality is definitely related to the people you are around. If
I can make a connection with someone, that connection can be spiritual”. Though
differences in how they talked about it existed, without exception each of the eight
participants in this study echoed this understanding in one way or another. Several
pictures and the explanations given by the participant photographers were especially
helpful in illustrating this point further.
For example, Doug described his notion of spirituality through relationship and
community more in terms of individual members of a team who functioned together.
Looking at one of the pictures he took to capture this process he explained,
This would be our teamwork. As you can count, we got one, two, three, four, five
Hinton vehicles, not to mention the one, two, three, and four homeowners that are
there. It was not really so much that we were all working on building the ramp at
Clyde Mossy’s site but that we were all helping with something. It might be
something as small as CJ putting his lunch in the wrong box, and Christina
driving out to bring him his lunch. The other truck is Matt bringing suckers. But
we were all working together, just working as a community to solve one or many
problems. Our job was building the ramp, CJ’s problem was getting his lunch,
Matt’s problem was trying to cheer people up giving them suckers and just to
make site visits, but that is one example of teamwork.
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Figure 1. “Look at all the Hinton Support”

Alane expressed her understanding of spirituality as manifested in encountering
relationship and community in a slightly different way by labeling it more as hospitality.
In looking at the themes that appeared in the pictures she chose to represent her sense of
spirituality, she noticed that “hospitality came up a lot. Just the hospitality that we are
offered by our homeowners a lot of times”. In noticing one picture in particular, she
explained,
Hospitality is what I think I entitled this one. Because I had never had cucumber
pickles, I mean, lemon cucumbers, and the homeowner was like, ‘hey, have you
ever had lemon cucumbers before’? I said, ‘No. Can’t say that I have’. She just
slices off one and brought it out and I just think about it. A lot of these
homeowners that I encounter are what the world considers well below the poverty
line and yet they wanted to be able to offer us something in return, and so learning
how to be able to receive graciously, which is hard at times, because I think of
myself…I am better off financially than you are and yet, being able to receive. It
is really important for me to learn. I am amazed at the ways they give back to us. I
went to visit a homeowner last week. We were doing these exit interviews at
Hinton, and I went and did one with her, and she said, ‘You know, every time
85

someone comes to my house, I always give something away. I feel so bad because
I didn’t prepare anything for you’. I said, ‘you gave me a story, and that is worth
more than any do-dad or anything I could put on my wall’. And so I think about
how much they offer us, whether it is watermelon on a hot day, or kool-aid, or
whatever, or whether it is a story….The art of giving and receiving and finding
things in unexpected places.

Figure 2. “Hospitality”

Finally, Swen singled out a picture that symbolized spirituality to him by noticing
community forming in unexpected places. He interpreted the picture by explaining,
And here we are at the garbage dump. We have a ton of trash. The entire bed of
the truck was just as full as it could possibly be. This was the same week, the
same group of kids, and they wanted to see how much stuff we were able to fit in
there. And, then I told them we were going to the dump, they were like, ‘yeah!’
So it was awesome. Everyone just jumped up on the truck and started just shoving
things off. And, kind of the community spirit of working together. And, you can
kind of see the smiling faces of the people. It is in this action of the most unliked
job you can probably pick at a Hinton site, which is throwing away garbage. But
these kids found great joy in doing it. That was really neat.
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Figure 3. “Garbage dump”

In talking further about his spirituality and how he noticed it had changed during his
summer at Hinton, Swen went on to reflect that, “For me right now, most important are
the relationships we build with people. That impacts our spirituality immensely. As much
as I like an individual pursuit of my spirituality…you have to have relationships. You
can’t do it by yourself. That is pretty much my biggest thing”. Likewise, it seemed to be a
big thing for each of the other seven participants, as well.
Theme 2: Spirituality as teaching or learning
“It is amazing how empowered someone can feel
when someone takes the time to teach them something”
A second theme that surfaced throughout the eight sets of pictures was that the act
of teaching or learning often became understood by the participants as a spiritual
experience. Whether the teaching or learning occurred for an individual, between two
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people or a group, the participants noticed a sense of intimacy, joy and discovery that
seemed inherent in the process which often led to a new sense of identity and satisfaction.
In reflecting on several of her experiences at the Hinton Center during her summer and
looking at the pictures she brought to the interview, Chris exclaimed, “It is amazing how
empowered someone can feel when someone takes the time to teach them something…I
think in a spiritual sense, sometimes that gets overlooked in a way”. She continued, “A
lot of times, pastors will jump in and say, ‘I will do this because I have experience doing
it’. Or, people want the pastor to say that he will do it. But teaching people how to do
things can be helpful for everyone involved”. Chris illustrated her point by choosing one
picture in particular that told the story of a girl in one of her work crews. She explained,
This is an interesting situation. This is a girl named Taylor. I had an interesting
situation with Taylor in that I am not really sure of her medical background or her
medical needs, but she, it ended up being a situation where it was very difficult to
give directions and have them carried out between her and me. And, she really
wanted to help and she was very earnest, but everyone else in the group was
feeling sort of frustrated with her, and she couldn’t help it. She didn’t realize the
dynamics between her and the rest of the group. And, she really was trying, but I
realized at one point we need to approach this differently, and so I gave her the
task of painting some of the rocking chairs on the porch. Although this was
something that needed to be done, I wasn’t planning on doing it right then, but she
seized the task and was so excited about it. Unlike everything that we tried to do,
she stayed with it and stayed on task and did everything the best she could until
she was done. I thought that was just great. And, I think it speaks to how we are
all just wired differently. Sometimes God has to deal with us differently.
Sometimes I feel like we will go through situations where God is trying to show
us something, and we don’t learn it. And, then God will take us somewhere else to
try to teach us the same thing in a different way, and we still won’t get it and we
are still just sort of probably frustrated. But as long we are still seeking, like
Taylor was earnestly trying to be helpful, we are always going to learn.
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Figure 4. “Task Accomplished”

Doug also mentioned noticing that his sense of spirituality had come to be
intertwined with the act and art of teaching. When asked to elaborate he replied, “The
times that I had a group that did not know a single thing about carpentry contributed most
to my understanding my spirituality more”. He continued, “When I had the chance to just
go through the basics from how to hammer, how to hold the hammer, how to set that nail
before you go to hammer, the very basics…all the way up to cutting angles with the skill
saw….That is what I like to do….I notice my spirituality more whenever I have a team
without skills”.
Taking a slightly different tact, Swen singled out a picture that symbolized for
him his understanding of how he noticed spirituality not as much through teaching but
through learning. The picture told the story of how the group of kids that comprised his
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volunteer team had acquired skills they did not think they had in order to get an important
job accomplished. Swen explained,
Working on these stairs, previously in the first week they had a deck, but they
didn’t have a way to get up to it. Here we are pondering about things. There was a
problem which was that I asked them to cut this and then unintentionally forgot to
tell them that they had to dig a hole right here for a post. And, then they were
putting it together, and then me realizing, oh my goodness, I have really messed
up. I told them that we have to post here, and this is the three of them figuring it
out. Like they were just standing there thinking, what do we do? How do we do
this? But they, in the end, were able to do it. I walked away. I left. After I took
this picture, I walked away and I went to another place and I was like, let’s go
check on them. And, when I came back they had figured it out, they were going
away. By the end of the day, they had a little set of steps up. They had a handrail
and steps, and then by the end of the week they had finished their job. But in
delegating, you give the kids a chance to figure out what they know and what they
can do. It was really cool. And the family is watching us. This is Maria, the
mother, and little Jonathan. They were standing on the steps which they had just
put up.

Figure 5. “Stairmasters”
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Along the same vein, Alane pointed to an experience of learning how to use an unfamiliar
kind of saw with an adult volunteer in one of her groups. As she reflected on the picture
she took, she realized that it had been a significantly spiritual encounter for her. She
remembered,
Not only was it my first time, it was the volunteer’s first time as well, which was
great. I had seen people using those but I had never done it. But I looked at Julia
and I said, ‘I don’t think I can figure it out’, which is like the epitome of our job
half the time. So I go out there and I say to the volunteer, ‘I am going to be really
honest with you. I have never used this before. I have never done it’. He looked at
me and said, ‘Me neither’. I said, ‘But I think I can figure out how to put the blade
in it if you will give it a go’. He said, ‘Ok’. So, between the two of us we did, we
replaced it. We fixed the fascia board and soffit. I love it when volunteers, when
you both can say ‘I don’t know, but we’re gonna try’. There is a beauty in that,
too, because part of the job is not always knowing exactly what to do and kind of
going with the flow. That was kind of a pretty awesome moment for me.

Figure 6. “Using a Reciprocator Saw for the First Time”
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This theme of coming to comprehending spirituality through teaching and learning will
be further discussed later in the chapter.
Theme 3: Spirituality as the act of creating
“Knowing that it once was not and now it is”
A third pervasive theme that wove its way through the participants’ pictures and
their commentary about them was spirituality as understood through the unfolding of the
creative process. Though the process manifested itself in a variety of ways, as will be
evident in the pictures and explanations used as examples below, there seemed to be a
fundamental connection made between the act of creating or taking notice of that which
had been created and spirituality. For instance, Alane recalled an experience with a
group of girls in a work crew who figured out a unique way to solve a problem. Looking
at the picture she took of them she explained,
They were a group of cheerleaders who decided to put each other on their
shoulders to paint in the areas that were hard to paint. I thought, I don’t know any
other work team that would have done that, and so for me that is like seeing God
in laughter and creativity. To use the skills that they already have to reach the
spots you cannot reach with a ladder. I thought it was brilliant. I loved it.
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Figure 7. “Dublin Girls Use Cheerleading Skills to Paint”

Billy also focused on the notion of finding spirituality in the creative process but
in a different way. He made the connection between something from creation, a flower,
and a set of stairs that a work crew and he built. Billy discussed,
I would say that one of these pictures is just a flower. The caption I put under it is
‘Beautiful Design’. And, I think that there is an interesting connection between
nature and architecture….These two spiritual pictures…one would be God’s
building, or the thing that God made, the flower, and I noticed what a beautiful
design it was. And, then I guess the things that human hands have made, you can
kind of see it in this picture right together of the stairs. I helped build them with a
lot of kids, and just the finished product with its purpose and knowing that it once
was not and now it is. I think that is a connection for me between nature and this
architectural thing. God builds and we build. I guess that is the connection point
between those pictures, that they are both spiritual to me.
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Figure 8. “Beautiful Design”

Figure 9. “Finished Stairs”

Still a third example of linking spirituality with the act of creating came from an
experience that Doug had with the home owner at a site where his crew and he were
working. In this instance they ended up creating something that was not pleasing or
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satisfying to them but was so for the homeowner. It was the act of creating for someone
else that made this a particularly spiritual experience for Doug. He explained,
This is the Clyde Moss site. Clyde wanted his house painted, and we were going
to paint it blue for him. And when we got there, we said we were going to paint
the trim up here white, the trim at the bottom white, and we were going to paint
everything else blue. He said, ‘Okay, sounds good’. We came back the next day
and he said, ‘So you are going to paint this top part white and this bottom part
blue, right’? We said that we had talked about it yesterday and that we were going
to paint the trim white, and the rest in blue. You could tell he was frustrated. He
was real quiet, and it is hard to understand him when he talks. He just kind of
turned around and walked off. You could tell he was aggravated or he was
disappointed. So I talked to CJ and said, ‘let’s just do it for him. It doesn’t matter
if it looks like racing stripes on the side of a truck’. That is what I named the
picture of it – ‘Racing Stripes’. I went back and talked to Clyde and said I had
called Julia and she said let’s do the racing, the two-tone of colors. I didn’t really
talk to her but I went back and said I talked to Julia. So we painted it, and it
turned out to look really nice. It made him happy. Even though it is not something
that would be real aesthetically pleasing to everybody else, it made him happy.
That is what matters.

Figure 10. “Racing Stripes”
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Like the theme of teaching and learning above, this connection between spirituality and
creativity will be addressed again later in the chapter.
Theme 4: Spirituality as encountering difference
“Do we ask people what they need or do we give them what we think they need?”
Though the theme of understanding spirituality in terms of making connections
with people from different backgrounds is certainly related to the broader theme of
spirituality through relationship and community that was discussed above, the importance
of crossing paths with those who came out of differing stories surfaced so much from the
participants’ comments and their pictures that it warranted standing alone as a separate
theme. For example, James spoke of this connection in terms of the unanswered
questions that were raised in the context of such relationships with several of the Hinton
clients with whom he worked. He wondered, “And then it’s really messed me up as far as
like, what is wealth? How do I understand my relationship to people who are
marginalized? And, how important is wealth, and is wealth a positive or negative thing,
and those are questions that I don’t have answers to yet”. Alane found herself asking
similar kinds of questions about divergent worldviews and chose to illustrate them with
one picture in particular. She discussed,
It is probably a bizarre picture to most people. This would be a chicken coop. We
were working with a homeowner, a fellow, a Mexican immigrant, and there was a
group of volunteers from the middle part of North Carolina, and they clashed over
the fact that they noticed that all of the family’s items were laying all over the
backyard being rained on and they said, ‘Let’s build them a shed. We should build
them a shed so they can stick everything in there’, which is what they did. They
came back the next day and saw that the shed had been turned into a chicken coop
with the tools strewn back out in the yard. It made me question then, do we ask
people what they need or do we give them what we think they need? And, then,
what do we owe the volunteers and what do we owe the homeowners? When do
we place one’s needs above the other? Like what do we want them both to get out
of the experience?
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Figure 11. “Chicken Coop”

Chris also spoke of how her spirituality had been shaped by encountering
difference over her summer at Hinton by drawing an unexpected parallel between
spiritual formation and construction work. She captured the parallel in a picture she took
and explained it this way, saying,
This was the Catholic group that came the very first week. There was a lot that we
learned from each other in a spiritual background sort of way. That was
interesting. This was at the point at where we were putting finishing touches on
the deck we were working on that week. And it was one, interestingly enough,
that the staff had gone out and set the first post and set the foundational elements
for as a staff team building exercise. In a way, it sort of mirrors what we do here,
or what we try to do here. We try to provide foundations or experience in
construction and spiritual teachings for the volunteers to come and be able to have
a foundation to springboard off of. I feel like that happens literally here. Also, in
sort of an abstract sort of way…this is one of the sturdiest porches that I have ever
been on. And we had to custom build steps for her because Miss Jessie was who
we were working for, she has very unique feet in that they are very large for a
woman, so we made some steps that were a little wider than normal so that she
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would be more comfortable walking up them. And the whole thing just made me
think about foundations and being well grounded. Your feet ground you like
nothing else, and just the sturdiness of this. If you don’t have a good, strong
foundation in what you believe, then everything is shaky. If you don’t know what
you believe at the core and at the heart and then you try to build stuff on it, then it
is just going to crumble at the first question or doubt about something or any kind
of roadblock.

Figure 12. “Solid Foundation Makes a Sturdy Structure”

As was discussed previously in the literature review, the transformative nature of being in
relationship with those who are different from oneself runs throughout service learning
research and literature. It was interesting that the project participants also interpreted
these relationships as being spiritual, as well.
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Theme 5: Spirituality as nature
“Sometimes it takes getting out of a place that you are used to”
Another theme that was fundamental to participants was finding spirituality in
nature. This was especially true for Billy who noticed the connection in almost half of the
pictures he took. Though Billy’s sense of spirituality grew over the summer to include
aspects outside of nature, a transition that will be discussed later in the chapter, Billy
talked at length about the importance of nature and summarized his belief in it by saying
that it simply “brings me towards the spiritual”.

Figure 13. “Communion with Nature”
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Figure 14. “View at Farmer’s”

Figure 15. “Worship Over Lake and Mountains”

Alane also realized that the theme of nature often appeared in her set of pictures
that symbolized spirituality for her, although she often found it in unexpected places.
When looking at one picture in particular she reflected, “One of the prettiest views I think
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is from the mulch pit, which is kind of crazy….The mulch pit is dirty and gross. It was 90
degrees that day and it was awful. It was not a pleasant job at all. But we got done, and I
looked out and I thought, of course, the prettiest view in the entire county is from the
mulch pit”. She went on to add, “I think that kind of sums up our jobs a lot. Things that
we look at, the homes we work on are not very pleasant, some of the work is not very
pleasant, but in the midst of all this, in places where people would think, ‘I don’t want to
be here’, you see some of the coolest stuff”.
Chris, too, described being reminded of how much she came to embrace the
connection between nature and spirituality by the end of the summer, especially in a
context in which she was not accustomed. With the picture below, she explained,
This is on the road out towards Murphy. This is on the right as you are going out
to Murphy. This was on the way to my worksite every day. And I just remember
every morning I would be completely worn out, cause that is just how it goes
around here, but every moment, every morning when I got to that part of the road
I would stop and remark at just how gorgeous it was and how glad I was to be in a
place where I could see things like that every day. Sometimes it takes getting out
of a place that you are used to, not that I am unfamiliar with the mountains, but
you know, where I live it is not as mountainous, and so you really appreciate
God’s creation in front of you.
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Figure 16. “Daily Sites of Beauty”

Theme 6: Spirituality as existential connection
“A special moment where I was tapping into something that was already there”
Another theme that surfaced from the participants regarding how they had come
to understand their spirituality at the end of their summer at the Hinton Center was more
difficult to label or name, though it was certainly a significant thread that seemed to
weave its way throughout their collective experiences. Like the other themes discussed
above, this theme also entailed significant connections – existential connections, or
connections that help foster a deeper understanding of identity, meaning and one’s place
in the world. James spoke about it in this way – “You could say it was something
external, an external spiritual force that was just like, this is a special moment where I
was tapping into something that was already there, but it was a very emotional experience
and something I just knew”. He later added, “I think it’s connecting with something
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outside of yourself and I think that is spirituality. I think spirituality is connecting with
something outside of yourself that makes you feel that feeling, you know, that I was
talking about”. Several of the other participants described similar notions, though they
added that these connections helped them gain a deeper insight into themselves and
helped enable them to live a more conscious life. For example, Wilson said,
Spirituality is, I guess in my opinion, anything that you have any kind of
important connection with. Anything that makes you feel, anything that causes
you to think, anything that causes you to reflect, life and all the nature of life, and
what it means. I think that is what spirituality means to me. Anything that just
makes you stop and think and reflect not always in a religious sense, just
reflecting, you know, on just what life means, what is important in life, what life
means to you.
Doug echoed this sentiment asserting that, “I think for me spirituality just means that it is
everything around you that makes you who you are, the way you act, the way you do
things, the way you explain things to other people”. Likewise, Swen also noticed a
similar belief that had formed from his summer at Hinton explaining that,
I think at least for me right now in my limited understanding that spirituality is
kind of the people and the things and the events and maybe the values that shape
you, that shape you to be the person that you are meant to become, maybe not
necessarily the person you are at the moment, but maybe the person you’d like to
be. I think for me it is a very individual kind of thing. I think it is a lot about
values….The things that shape you as a person, that make your values, that make
you who you are.
In addition to participants noticing that their spirituality had come to be linked
with significant existential connections, several of them talked about this connection in
terms of the impact the memories of those connections had on them. For instance, Wilson
chose one of his pictures that illustrated this point well. In talking about it he explained,
This is my youth group from high school. That is my youth director, and that is
my dad. That is how I found out about Hinton – from coming here in high school.
The reason that I picked this picture is that…I see spirituality in returning to
something that had an impact on me because I came to Hinton for four summers
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to volunteer and…didn’t realize until after I had been away from it for a while,
how much of an impact it really did have on me. I always enjoyed my time here,
and it was a lot of fun. But I was always…the shy, awkward kid that didn’t know
how to do anything, so I just didn’t really do too much and socialize with a lot of
people and get to know a lot of people….The time that I spent at Hinton with my
youth group had such an impact on me, but I really didn’t know it until I was
away from it for a while. Then I had just started college and started thinking, you
know, I am really feeling like I need to be back there and I am not really sure
why. Even so…I am more experienced with construction now than when I started
but particularly when I started I didn’t know squat.…But then I just got to
thinking, this place had such an impact on me, and I am starting to realize it now.
I feel like I am being led to continue to be a part of that impact for other people.
And, to sum that picture up, I see spirituality in…going away from something and
then realizing the impact and returning to it to return the service that you received.

Figure 17. “Youth Group at Hinton”

Alane also underscored memory and how she sensed that it is tied to spirituality, although
in the instance she discussed in particular, the memories are not her own but those of one
of the homeowners with whom she worked during the summer. Alane described,
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I took this picture of Jessie Smith. She was standing on the top of the stairs. We
have never built steps like that. They have a large, very large tread. And so, when
I went to do my exit interview with her, she said, ‘Have you seen the stairs’? And
I said, ‘No, Miss Jessie’. And she said, ‘You have to see my stairs’. I was going
around taking pictures of the work we had been doing. She said, ‘You have to
take a picture of my stairs’. So I took a picture of her. She was standing at the top
of her stairs. We were walking through the house, and she was telling me about
the work that had been done. We had worked with her for several years now. She
would point to something in her house, she would point to the floor and say, ‘You
see that? That was done by a group of kids from Alabama. You see that? That was
done by a group of kids from Tennessee’. She could trace it back to volunteers.
So to think about the work that we were doing as not just work like building
stairs, but it also now has a memory that is attached to it for the homeowner. So
that when they sit in that particular place or they use that part of their house they
remember the group of people that worked there and just how great of a job they
did.

Figure 18. “Miss Jessie”
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Theme 7: Spirituality as consciousness
“That is where experience is and that is where spirituality is”
Finally, there was a subtle but very real theme that participants mentioned that
was closely related to that of existential connection discussed above yet distinct enough
to merit a separate category of its own – that of spirituality as consciousness. The theme
revolved around the understanding that spirituality was experienced as the process of
becoming more conscious of the perpetual unfolding of one’s life. Chris talked about it
well when she saw this notion reflected in one of the pictures she took of something she
passed on the way to her worksite each day. She reflected,
You see the road signs are pointing in all different directions including places that
you would never want to travel by car. It reminded me how at a lot of points in
your life you come to a crossroad. You don’t necessarily know a lot about these
places that you could be going, but you have to make a decision. And what you
use to make a decision, a lot of times, ends up falling back on what you think
about spirituality.
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Figure 19. “Crossroads and Decisions”

Similarly, in thinking back over his summer at Hinton, Swen concluded that the ten
weeks had helped him reach a significant point in his life regarding his understanding of
his spirituality. Though he could not pinpoint one particular picture that symbolized this
change, he realized that this understanding was inherent in his set of pictures as a whole.
Swen explained,
For me, more than anything, more than the reading, more than studying scripture,
more than studying philosophy, which I do, more than studying anything, more
than learning what is in your head, it is about experiences….It is about, being
present in your life, and not worrying about the past, not thinking too hard about
the future, but being present in daily activities and being open to what…[seem
like]…insignificant events…[but are]…not insignificant at all. Just to see the
elements in your life, and over time, I have grown much more to the present.
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There was time when I lived in the future, and that was high school. There was a
time when I lived in the past, and that was college. But now it is like, I am finally
able to relax a little and just enjoy the present and my life. It is huge. Like I said,
things don’t bother me anymore. At the same time, you can’t just let go of the
past, you can’t let go of the future, but being and living in the present is where life
is. That is where experience is and that is where spirituality is.
This fundamental link between spirituality and experience was a concept prevalent in the
literature review and will also be discussed further in chapter five.
Given the seven themes that emerged regarding how the eight participants in this
project came to understand the changes in their spirituality at the end of their summer of
service learning at the Hinton Center, what helped enable these changes? What helped
give rise to these changes in perception and understanding? Though the changes in the
participants’ understanding of spirituality manifested themselves in the variety of ways
described above, the participants’ sense of what led to those changes was much more
consistent – being exposed to persons that they perceived as different from themselves,
experiencing significant community and the act of intentional reflection. Each of these
three influences will be discussed and illustrated below.
Catalyst 1: Being exposed to difference
“They’re not worth less because they have less”
By far the most common explanation given by the participants for what brought
about changes in how they came to understand their spirituality was being exposed to
people who were different for themselves. For example, James spoke about this at length
saying,
I think this summer was the most formative 10 weeks of my life….But the thing
was that it wasn’t a personal ‘spiritual spirituality’ that I was encountering. It was
very much a, how am I connecting with other people kind of spirituality? What is
my role with other people, especially people who have less than me? I think what
Hinton has done for me this summer has shown me truly that to be the greatest
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you have to serve, that you know that spirituality is concrete and that it doesn’t
really feel spiritual. Like, there is something spiritual about building steps for
someone who can’t build them for themselves and can’t get down from their
house because the steps are too small and their feet are big and they need a cane.
There is something deeply spiritual about that. You are formed, but not like in the
‘Kum Ba Ya Jesus’ way, but formed in the, this sucks, I don’t want to do it, I am
sweating, the sun is beating down on me, but I am going to do this joyously
because I am sharing something bigger than these steps kind of way. I am sharing
love, I am sharing grace, I am sharing mercy, I am sharing quality of life that I
have as a 22 year old with someone who is 75 and whose legs are
swollen….Undoubtedly that has changed me in like how I talk about personal
spirituality and it has just changed the way that I think about myself. It’s changed
what I want, you know….And I think my attitude has actually gotten much more
positive, much more loving, much more caring, much more understanding as the
summer has gone on because I’ve learned about people who don’t have much.
I’ve learned that, you know what? They’re not worth less because they have less.
If anything, they probably understand something more about the world than I do
because I grew up in an upper middle class family and had everything I could
ever want and more.
Alane also voiced how working with those who came from very different backgrounds
than did she transformed her ideas about spirituality, as well as helped focus what she
wanted to do in her life professionally. When Alane began the summer at Hinton, she
thought she would finish seminary and obtain a Masters of Divinity degree. By the end of
the summer, however, she reported that she had decided to get a degree in social work
instead. In discussing these changes, Alane reflected on one experience in particular that
humorously brought this change into a sharper focus. She remembered,
One day I was at the house of a hoarder, and we had to move stuff around every
time we needed to do something new in the house, which slowed the work up at
times. It’s Thursday at three o’clock, and we are getting ready to leave the work
site, and one of the kids comes running in, this was like my second week at
Hinton, and goes, ‘There’s a man out back that wants to know where you want to
put the port-a-john’. I was like, ‘Is this a joke? Someone has to be playing a joke
on me’. They are like, ‘No. This is the night shift’s team, and he needs to know
where to stake it down’. Furthermore, I realize that right where the bus is parked,
right where the kids are going to walk in, one of her dogs had wandered over and
used the bathroom. And, so I step in dog crap while I am telling someone where
to park the port-a-john. I’m thinking, really? But then I think to myself, I sit down
and I start laughing. The kids are like, ‘Why are you laughing’? If I was in a
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parish setting right now, I would be sitting in a meeting probably listening to a
story of how we should buy something or how the carpet needs to be red or
whatever. And I thought, this is so much better. In the midst of all this chaos,
some of the coolest stuff happens sometimes. It’s the way that I feel God shows
up in unexpected places.
Alane went on to recall another experience with a homeowner who had also been affected
by encountering people who understand the world differently than she, remembering
when the homeowner said to her, “I am Baptist and I know that you are Methodist and
your organization is Methodist and all the volunteers that were here last week were
Catholics. I had never met a Catholic before. They are great!” Alane remembered
saying to herself afterwards, “What does that do for the church and unity, the interaction
that way? You break down barriers”.
Billy also talked about how encountering difference led to significant changes in
the way he came to understand his sense of spirituality, though in his case it was coming
in contact with the spirituality of another summer staffer that differed from his, at least at
the beginning of the summer. Billy described,
There was a change that I have had in my perspective throughout the summer and
throughout this process…about the spiritual, particularly because of one of my
coworkers, Evan. He is training to be an architect at Clemson, and this coworker
understands spirituality through things architecturally. I didn’t understand that,
and we had talked about that in some of the spirituality meetings. I didn’t
understand, and as we talked about it, I tried to grasp how you could see spiritual
just by looking at buildings. That just did not make sense to me. But by the end of
the summer, one of the pictures, one of the last pictures I had taken was of the
front steps and door, the entrance of one of our homeowners that I worked
with…it’s stonework steps with these big stones and 2 big bushes on the sides,
big boxer bushes, and just a nice door with stained glass in the middle, real
stained glass, and right to the sides of the door there are 2 windows that are
actually, the homeowner told me that they are actually plastic, they are fake, but
they still look beautiful. I took a picture of that and I wouldn’t have before had I
not had these conversations about architecture with Evan. And, I think the way I
can describe the change over the summer is that I took that picture and thought of
it being spiritual and I cannot explain why. You know, the other pictures I can
look at and say, oh that is spiritual because it helps me connect to God in this
way. But I look at that picture, and you would ask me why that is spiritual, and I
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cannot tell you. I just feel. It is just beautiful, and I don’t know why. I cannot
pinpoint it. And, so that was the change.

Figure 20. “Human Made Spirituality”

Catalyst 2: Experiencing significant community
“What they had done was to make a home”
A second aspect the participants discussed that helped enable changes in how they
understood their spirituality by the end of the summer was the chance to both witness and
to be a part of what they experienced as significant community. Though this experience
of community was sometimes formed with persons from divergent backgrounds as in the
instances above, many of the participants also spoke of the importance of community in
general. For example, Robert responded, “We are constantly working with our teams and
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building relationships with people in the community. Like we discussed earlier, my
definition of spirituality is definitely related to the people you are around. I feel like that
is pretty much the same as Hinton’s spiritual feel”. He continued, “You know you are
developing relationships with people that you don’t know and working together but you
are actually making relationships with people in the community that you are helping and
preserving Hinton’s relationship with the community at the same time…That’s what we
do”. Wilson also spoke about the connection he came to find over the summer between
community and spirituality. He remembered one story in particular that heightened his
awareness,
How does community build spirituality? There have been a couple of really great
experiences that solidified for me how community builds spirituality, this one
especially. I had a group one week where one of the girls on our team was
walking around in some old wood that we had ripped up, and she got a nail in her
foot. The nail actually broke off into her foot. It was really terrible. She was
terrified, crying, and it was really bad. We were all freaking out. That was the first
injury I have ever had as a work site leader, so I was nervous. We got done what
we needed to get done and we got out the first aid kit and we were eventually able
to take her to the emergency room and get it all fixed up. But she was in a state. I
don’t think it was as much pain as it was she was just scared, crying because she
was terrified of what was going to happen. We have to sit her down, she is just
mortified, and we’re trying to help her, and eventually our entire team just circled
around her and held her hands and prayed for her….To see how my team
surrounded her literally and figuratively, prayed for her, laid hands on her, and the
whole time, she is crying and probably doesn’t even hear a word we are
saying….But, just to know that they were seeking to make her situation more
comfortable for her in that way, it really helped to solidify the idea of community
for me for the summer and…how community can be connected to spirituality. To
see how they just gathered around her to love her was awesome, especially
because it was a team that, it was a week where all the kids didn’t know each
other already. Sometimes we have weeks where everybody knows each other, and
they work with their own church, but this was a group of kids that didn’t know
each other. They had probably known each other for 24 hours, and just to see how
they were able to do that was really awesome.
Swen echoed the voices of Robert and Wilson, as well, asserting that the most
formative aspect of his summer at Hinton was “learning to be in strong relationships with
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people and with the community. Previously, I would have been described as really
reserved and really distant, and cut off in relationships”. Swen went on to say, “I thought
I was happy. I had no idea about it. Now I realize working for homeowners, working with
people in desperate situations, building relationships with them, building relationships
with volunteers, I think more so than anything else that has been the biggest spiritual
thing for me”. To illustrate his point further, Swen recalled an especially meaningful
community that he became a part of over the summer at his primary work site. He
recounted,
I worked at the Renteria house site for six weeks. It was a complete mess, a mess
and a half, and we fixed it up. They had a home when it was done. They had a
home because of partly my efforts to be there, but because of volunteers putting
their time into it. Because of all of these things, they have a home. They had a
family of two adults and six kids. They have a place to live and a place to grow
and eat and play. That is awesome. One of them, little Santiago, he turned four the
week we finished his home. A couple of days later he invited me to his birthday
party. He was like, ‘Come to my party’. I told him, ‘Of course, I would come to
your party’! So I was there, and to see them interact with their friends and their
community, their neighbors…you could see what they had done was to make a
home. And that was tremendous for me. I was just glad to be a part of something
so amazing.
Catalyst 3: Intentional reflection
“I was forced to think”
The third influence that participants identified that helped bring about the changes
in how they came to claim their spirituality at the end of the summer was the reflection
that resulted from both the process of taking the pictures themselves and the weekly
academic and discussion meetings in which the participants engaged. For example, Doug
asserted that “it was interesting when I was taking the pictures, I was thinking, why am I
really taking this picture? I always got to thinking, well, it means something...and it
made you think about what did it mean when you took that picture instead of just
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snapping pictures off”. Billy agreed, commenting that taking the pictures helped him
reflect on the things he was singling out as spiritual. He said,
There is something amazing about having a moment and then being able to see it
again when it’s gone in the real world….It was a nice to be sort of forced by the
commitment to the project to be able to just be thinking about and be aware of
where these things are that are different from the rest of my day, the rest of the
things that I see in the day.
Other participants underscored the reflection that came from engaging in the
reflection and discussion within the weekly academic meetings. For instance, James
commented that “it helped…that we were talking and processing and reflecting
theologically about things. Without that it would have been much easier just to become
bitter and angry and consider it just work and not be emotionally connected, not think
about it as love, not think about it as even spiritual....I am doing this to get paid”. He went
on to add,
Having those moments to reflect, having the meetings that we’ve had…really
forces you to process…because it is easy to go through a day and not think, to just
do…[and be on]…auto-pilot. So it forces you to be like, you have stuff. This
person doesn’t. What does that mean? Where is God? Where are you? Where is
that person? Where does everyone fit? I was forced to think.
Billy also singled out the reflection that happened in the weekly meetings, saying,
“Like I mentioned before, there was a change that I have had in my perspective
throughout the summer and throughout this process of having the spirituality meetings
and talking about the spiritual”. He talked again about how important it was to have the
chance to talk with his coworker, Evan, about the significant changes in how he had
come to understand his spirituality.
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Linking the Project’s Findings to Past Research and Theory
Having explored the findings from this project regarding the ways that the
participants’ understanding of their spirituality had changed by the end of their summer
of service learning at the Hinton Center, as well as the aspects from the summer that
helped bring those changes about, how did these findings relate to previous studies?
Since relevant studies from both the fields of service learning and spirituality were
reviewed, the findings from this project will be discussed and compared to studies from
both disciplines.
The results from this project mirrored several of the findings from other service
learning studies discussed previously. For example, like those in the Rhoads (1997) and
Maruggi (2008) studies, the participants who spent their summer at the Hinton Center
also reported coming to better understand those whom they perceived as different from
themselves and cited the importance of forming relationships as the primary means for
this understanding. The Hinton summer staffers also found, as did the participants from
both the Rhoads and Maruggi studies, that these relationships led to deeper questions
regarding their connection to the larger world, to issues of inequality and power and to
what it meant to simply care about these relationships on a fundamental level. Similarly,
one of the primary findings from the study by Eyler and Giles (1999) was that service
learning had instilled an interest in choosing career paths that were more devoted to
community service and engagement. This interest was also discussed by several of the
Hinton participants.
Also, this project did not have a longitudinal scope to it in terms of being able to
monitor the lasting effect of changes mentioned by participants. Nevertheless, both the
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longitudinal study conducted at the Higher Education Research Institute between 1994
and 2004 and the longitudinal study conducted by D’Agostino (2010) stressed that
service learning helped put those who engaged in it in on a path for continued
involvement in the larger world around them. From the comments made and from the
questions posed by the Hinton participants, one could certainly imply that they will
continue to explore their connection to the larger world and to the tremendous
inequalities contained in it. For example, James asked, “How do I understand my
relationship to people who are marginalized?” Swen stated, “I thought I was happy. I had
no idea about it. Now I realize working for homeowners, working with people in
desperate situations…has been the biggest spiritual thing for me.”
Furthermore, both Eyler and Giles (1999) and Maruggi (2008) highlighted the
service learning component of critical reflection in their study as a crucial means for
bringing about transformation and understanding. As has been mentioned before, the
importance of critical reflection is a common thread that wove its way throughout the
findings from service learning studies in general. This project can certainly be added to
that growing tapestry.
Perhaps the most interesting aspect from the findings of this study, however,
related back to the longitudinal study at the Higher Education Research Institute at
UCLA. As Vogelgesang and Astin (2005) reported, the findings from the UCLA study
seemed to indicate that there was a profound disconnect between the engagement in the
larger world that students reported and the reasons for that engagement. It appeared that a
fundamental connection was not being made between an internal sense of meaning or
purpose in the students’ individual lives and an external sense of responsibility and
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participation in their larger world. In looking at the pictures and the themes that emerged
from the Hinton participants, however, they seemed to have made this connection more
strongly and tangibly by coming to understand it in terms of their spirituality, again
primarily through the experiences of being in community, in relationship with those who
were different and by intentionally and regularly reflecting on those experiences. For
them, it appeared that spirituality was a bridge that could start to better connect their
internal and external worlds.
For instance, Alane said, “A lot of these homeowners that I encounter are what
the world considers well below the poverty line and yet they wanted to be able to offer us
something in return….I learned how to be able to receive graciously.” Along the same
line, Robert reflected, “We are constantly working with our teams and building
relationships with people in the community. My definition of spirituality is definitely
related to the people you are around. You’re developing relationships with people that
you don’t know and working together.” It should be noted that while these experiences
did not mirror those of the participants in the Vogelgesang and Astin (2005) study, they
did resemble the experiences of those in Maruggi’s (2008) project.
Many similarities existed between the findings from this project and those of the
studies cited in the literature review that focused on the relationships between spirituality
and adult learning and development. To begin with, five of the seven themes regarding
how the participants came to understand their spirituality after a summer of service
learning at Hinton closely mirrored themes that emerged from the adult learners’
descriptions of their spirituality in Mayhew’s (2004) study. More specifically, these
included the following: finding spirituality in nature (Billy remarked that nature “brings
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me towards the spiritual”); in relationship and community (James stated, “I guess I see
God in people. I can’t help it.”); in being present in the unfolding of one’s life (according
to Swen, “…being and living in the present is where life is. That is where experience is
and that is where spirituality is.”); in the process of making sense and deriving meaning
from one’s experience (Wilson commented, “I see spirituality in...going away from
something and then realizing the impact and returning to it”); and, of encountering that
which helps deepen and sharpen a sense of identity and purpose (Chris said, “It is
amazing how empowered someone can feel when someone takes the time to teach them
something….I think in a spiritual sense…that gets overlooked”). As was mentioned
previously, in seeking to condense the multiple themes that surfaced from his participants
into one overarching description of spirituality, Mayhew wrote, “In short, spirituality is
the human attempt to make sense of the self in connection to and with the external world”
(p. 666). The same description could have encapsulated the themes that were voiced by
the Hinton summer staffers.
Furthermore, in recalling the study discussed previously by Groen and Jacob
(2006), the researchers made a distinction between transformative education and spiritual
transformation. They explained that transformative education occurs fairly often in adult
learning whenever “students experience significant shifts in perception and behavior
upon encountering theories and data that diverge from previous knowledge and
understanding” (p. 75). Spiritual transformation, however, happens when adult learners
realize that a “shift in consciousness in terms of beliefs and practices around their
conception of ultimate meaning and right action” has taken place that helps them more
deeply discover who they really are (p. 76). In talking about how their understanding of
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spirituality had changed over the course of the summer at the Hinton Center in such
fundamental ways, the participants in this project seemed to be describing the spiritual
transformation of which Groen and Jacob spoke. For instance, James reflected,
I think this summer has been the most formative 10 weeks of my life…But the
thing was that it wasn’t a personal ‘spiritual spirituality’ that I was encountering.
It was very much a, how am I connecting with other people kind of spirituality…I
think what Hinton has done for me this summer has shown me truly that to be the
greatest you have to serve, that you know that spirituality is concrete and that it
doesn’t really feel spiritual.
Likewise, Alane described how her summer of service learning at Hinton helped her
make the decision to pursue a career in social work rather than in traditional ministry. In
recalling a particularly significant day at a worksite, she recalls,
And, so I step in dog crap while I am telling someone where to park the port-ajohn. I’m thinking, really? But then I think to myself, I sit down and start
laughing…If I was in a parish setting right now, I would be sitting in a meeting
probably listening to a story of how we should buy something or how the carpet
needs to be red or whatever. And I thought, this is so much better. In the midst of
all this chaos, some of the coolest stuff happens sometimes.
Groen and Jacob (2006) also defined the spiritual experience that participants in
their study encountered partly in terms of being able “to enter the personal space of
others, to the extent of making the needs and desires of those others just as real as their
own” (p. 85). For Groen and Jacob, then, spirituality was viewed through the lenses of
empathy and critical self-reflection. Again, primarily through entering into the lives of
those who were different than themselves and reflecting on those experiences, the Hinton
participants reflected similar understandings of their spirituality.
Two pieces of research from the book entitled, Encouraging Authenticity &
Spirituality in Higher Education, were also mentioned in the literature review regarding
spirituality and its connection to adult learning and development and also warranted

119

revisiting in light of the findings from this project. In her study with college and
university representatives that were involved in religious life and related programming,
Stamm (2006a) discussed the growing trend that contemporary adult learners were
increasingly identifying themselves more as spiritual and less as institutionally religious.
Similarly, Dalton (2006) reported from his research with student affairs representatives
that today’s college students are drawing a distinction between spirituality and religion in
their minds and in their vocabulary. The Hinton participants seemed to reflect both of
these trends, as well. Opportunities to take pictures of the chapel services that were held
with the volunteers who were there each week and to talk about them in the interviews
were plentiful. Moreover, some of the Hinton participants in the project even helped lead
worship on a regular basis. However, very few pictures of traditionally religious things,
such as a cross, a hymnal or the chapel were taken to represent spirituality and very few
references were made to religion. So few, in fact, that the total number did not constitute
enough to qualify as a theme in and of itself.
Moreover, the findings from this project reinforced the results of the longitudinal
study discussed in the literature review that was conducted through the Higher Education
Research Institute (HERI) at The University of California, Los Angeles. Entitled,
“Cultivating the Spirit: How College Can Enhance Students’ Inner Lives,” the study
found that contemporary adult learners in colleges and universities across the United
States are “searching for deeper meaning in their lives, looking for ways to cultivate their
inner selves, seeking to be compassionate and charitable, and determining what they
think and feel about the many issues confronting their society and the global community”
(Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2011, p. 3). The Hinton participants seemed to significantly
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reflect this search, as well, coming to describe their spirituality, at least in part, as being
manifested in their connections to people in the world whose lives and situation bore
witness to the complex issues of social justice and inequality in the larger world.
Finally, the experiences of the participants in this study reflect components of
Welch and Koth’s (in press) model for understanding spirituality. The model underscores
the significance of how individuals can come to be changed and transformed in their
understanding of who they are and how they see themselves in relation to the larger
world. Welch and Koth (in press) posit that this transformation is a spiritual process that
primarily happens in people’s lives as they encounter difference in other persons, ideas,
beliefs, or contexts. Throughout their summer of service learning at Hinton, the
participants encountered difference through the backgrounds and contexts of the
homeowners on whose houses they worked, as well as difference through the youth and
adults that comprised their volunteer teams. As has been referenced previously,
encountering this difference seemed to significantly change the participants in ways that
they came to understand as spiritual.
Clearly, many of the themes from this project, as well as all three of the catalysts
that helped give rise to them, being in relationships with persons that they perceived as
different from themselves, experiencing significant community and intentional reflection,
mirrored those of other studies mentioned in the literature review from the fields of
service learning and spirituality. However, two themes stood out that were not reflected
in the literature – understanding spirituality through teaching or learning and
understanding spirituality through the act of creating. Each of these themes warranted
further discussion.
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Unfortunately, there is very little empirical research that has been conducted on
the connection between spirituality and teaching or learning. However, one study by
Lindholm and Astin (2008) was worth noting. Using data from the same longitudinal
study discussed above from the Higher Education Research Institute at the University of
California at Los Angeles, the researchers explored post-secondary faculty members’
teaching styles as a possible indicator of their sense of personal spirituality. The findings
showed that faculty members who considered themselves to be highly spiritual were
more inclined to use pedagogical methods that were more student-focused. On a broader
level, this could have also been the case for the project participants who specifically
spoke of understanding their love for teaching as a spiritual endeavor. Seeing themselves
as spiritual persons, they were more likely to perceive the highly student-focused
teaching in which they were engaged as spiritual.
However, though empirical studies are few, several adult learning theorists who
were mentioned in the literature review have laid solid philosophical groundwork to
support a link between spirituality and learning. First of all, Mezirow (1991) originally
put forth the concept of transformational learning, asserting that it “provides a
foundation…by explaining the learning dynamics that are involved when we dig down to
the roots of our assumptions and preconceptions and, as a result, change the way we
construe the meaning of experience” (p. 196). In looking back at the participants’ pictures
and their comments regarding spirituality and learning, it appeared that they perceived
this transformational process to be going on in terms of witnessing or participating in
experiences that led to a deeper and different understanding of identity and meaning
which, in turn, they labeled as spiritual. There was the sense that engaging in those
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learning experiences left the participants with a new impression of who they were and of
what they were capable.
Secondly, Tisdell (2003) contended that spirituality is present in every learning
environment anyway, regardless of whether or not it is named or acknowledged.
Consequently, Tisdell (2003) would agree with the participants in this project that the
very act of learning was spiritual and that it was indeed intimately tied to identity and to
deeper levels of authenticity. In another article Tisdell co-authored with Tolliver (2006)
they contended that spirituality,
Is present whenever people’s authenticity becomes visible in new ways and more
connected to others. It is this openness to our deepest selves, other people, other
perspectives, and possibilities that deeply fuels the transformation process. If this
is a part of what spirituality is about, as well, clearly it has a place in
transformative learning. (p. 46)
Finally, though not included in the literature review above, English (2000) also
called attention to the relationship between spirituality and what she labeled as “selfdirected learning” (p. 32). English conceptualized self-directed learning as informal
experiences where the adult learner controls the learning process, such as learning to use
a reciprocator saw as was described by the project participant. English explained that
because self-directed learning “is concerned with increasing self-understanding and
awareness, which are dimensions of a relevant and growing spirituality that occurs in
relationship with others…[self-directed learning]…has considerable untapped potential to
foster spiritual development in the learner” (p.32).
Turning now to the theme of spirituality and creativity, no empirical studies could
be located that examined this connection. However, much like the theme of spirituality
and teaching and learning, this notion has been discussed by several adult learning
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theorists mentioned earlier. For instance, Astin (2004) underscored the connection
between spirituality and the creative process by noting that,
Creativity is basically a process whereby we bring into existence something new
or original. That ‘something’ can be a creative product such as a painting,
invention, essay, poem, sculpture, musical composition, dance routine, or
theatrical production, but it can also be something less tangible such as a scientific
theory, an idea for urban renewal, or a new way of teaching, mentoring, parenting,
leading, collaborating, mediating, or serving those in need. (p. 39)
Creativity, believed Astin, springs from the “mysterious, nonconscious part of the human
psyche from which…inspiration…emerges” (p. 39). Astin contended that this creative
process helps persons know who they are at a deeper, more authentic level and
understood this process to be inherently spiritual. Similarly, Tisdell (2008) noted that “the
ability to create, imagine, and come to further insight through symbol, metaphor, and art
is part of the experience of being human that is so often ignored.”
Tisdell (2003) also stressed a link between spirituality and creativity by talking
about it more in terms of passion. She writes, “Attending to spirituality in higher and
adult education, particularly as it relates to emancipatory and transformative approaches
to education, is about the engagement of passion, which involves the knowledge
construction processes of the whole person” (p. 187). Tisdell (2003) continued, “The
engagement of people’s passion is generally not only about critical reflection or ‘rational
discourse,’ it is also about engaging people’s hearts and souls, as well as their minds” (p.
188). Like Astin (2004), Tisdell (2003) maintained that spirituality represents the
integration of all the components of adult development – physical, cognitive, and
emotional. Judging from the pictures and stories of project participants who noticed this
connection between spirituality and the act of creating, it seemed like passion, as well as
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physical, cognitive and emotional components were certainly present in the creative
process of those involved.
Finally, two additional and overarching points that Tisdell (2006) mentioned
briefly were relevant not only to the themes of spirituality and teaching or learning and
spirituality and creativity but to each of the themes that emerged from the project
participants’ pictures and comments. First, while shared understandings in how
spirituality manifested itself in the seven themes discussed above were common, what got
translated as spiritual was ultimately up to each participant. What might have been
considered spiritual to one was not always considered spiritual to another. Tisdell (2006)
underscored this insight, noting that, “Only the one having the experience can determine
whether or not it is spiritual; what one person may map to spiritual, another may define in
different terms” (p. 20). Second, Tisdell (2008) asserted that “just as in any experience
that leads to learning, a spiritual experience takes place at a particular moment in time.
But making sense of it or learning from the experience happens over time” (p. 30). These
two points were well taken.
Overall, the initial findings from this project confirmed the research from
previous studies regarding both the transformative potential of engaging in service
learning and the connection between spirituality and adult learning and development, as
well as many of the theoretical foundations that undergird both disciplines. However,
given the few empirical studies that have been conducted regarding a link between
spirituality and teaching or learning and spirituality and creativity at the adult and higher
education level, further research in these areas is warranted and would contribute to a
deeper understanding of these potential relationships.
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Chapter 5
Analysis, Implications and Recommendations
As was outlined in chapter three, this project drew upon a method of analyzing
qualitative data known as inductive analysis, whereby individual fragments of data were
progressively grouped together into larger clusters of data until broader themes and
categories emerged. The overall movement was from small to large or from specific to
general. The vast amount of material gathered from the eight participants’ interviews,
including the mini-albums, or the sets of photographs they chose to include and their
comments about them, were broken down, grouped and then organized into seven themes
that encapsulated the changes participants noticed in their spirituality by the end of their
summer of service learning at the Hinton Center and into three catalysts they felt gave
rise to those changes. The seven themes included understanding spirituality in
relationship and community, by teaching or learning, through the act of creating, by
encountering difference, in nature, through existential connection and as consciousness.
The three catalysts that enabled these changes to occur were 1) being exposed to
differences in other persons, 2) having participated in or having witnessed significant
community, and 3) having intentionally reflected. The initial findings from this process
regarding the themes and catalysts were discussed in chapter 4 and were linked back to
research within the fields of service learning and spirituality that was discussed in the
literature review.
Attention will now be turned to a deeper analysis of the data. This analysis
involved the following components: 1) grouping the themes and catalysts outlined above
into larger, overarching categories; 2) identifying and discussing other patterns that were

126

evident in the data but that did not constitute overarching categories; 3) using specific
experiences from several of the participants to take a deeper look at the connections
between the components of spirituality, service learning and transformation that
comprised the primary focus of this project; 4) analyzing the reflexive journal that was
kept throughout this project and triangulating it with data from the participants’ minialbums and from the interviews; 5) discussing material that was included in the literature
review that did not appear in the findings from this project.
A discussion of each of these steps is included below, as well as several other
components that served as a review and critique of the study as a whole. These
components include a discussion regarding how the actual process of data collection and
analysis deviated from the one outlined in the methodology section in chapter two, as
well as a second look at the research questions that guided this project in the first place.
The limitations and the implications of this study are also included, as are ideas for future
research. Finally, the chapter concludes with final words about the project as a whole.
The Categories of Experience and Meaning Making
Though several categories could have been used to subsume the seven themes, the
two that kept sifting themselves out were outward experience and inner meaning-making.
In the end, all other possible categories collapsed into these two. Beginning with the
former, at times outward experiences happened within the context of relationship or
community, such as Alane’s experience of hospitality with the homeowner that offered
her lemon cucumbers or Swen’s experience with his work crew at the garbage dump. At
other times it occurred through the art of teaching or the act of learning something new,
such as Chris’s experience watching Taylor learn how to paint the rocking chairs or
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Doug’s experience of teaching his inexperienced work team how to hold a hammer and
set a nail. Still at other times, experience took the form of the creative process like the
time Billy realized a significant connection for him between the set of steps he had just
built with his volunteer team and a flower he noticed. Experience also took the form of
encountering difference, such as James’ connection with the 75-year-old woman with
swollen feet or Chris’s involvement with the Catholic group and the deck foundations.
Finally, experience manifested itself in the participants’ encounters with nature, such as
Billy’s numerous experiences which he captured in many of the pictures he took, or
Chris’s daily experience of beauty at that certain spot along the road that led to her
worksite. No matter the form that it took, outward experiences were inseparably linked to
the Hinton participants’ realization of their spirituality.
So, too, was the process of making meaning from those experiences. Alane
reflected on the significance of the lemon cucumbers and what that process of giving and
receiving meant to both the homeowner and to her. Chris thought about how different and
empowering it was when a person took the time to show someone else how to do
something rather than simply stepping in and doing it. Doug wondered why he derived so
much more satisfaction from a spiritual perspective of teaching volunteers who were
inexperienced as opposed to those who knew what they were doing. Billy pondered why
he had come to see human-made things as deeply spiritual when before he had only been
able to see spirituality in nature. James wrestled with questions that his experiences with
homeowners raised about wealth, privilege and inequality. Wilson wondered what it was
about his experience as a senior high at Hinton that had pulled him back so strongly to be
a member of the summer staff. Swen reflected on why going to the birthday party of a
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child whose family had just moved into the house Swen had worked on for most of the
summer meant so much to him. The process of trying to make sense inwardly of the
outward experiences the participants had throughout the summer was an inherent
component in helping them understand the changes in their spirituality.
Turning briefly now to the three catalysts the participants identified that helped
enable those changes, being exposed to difference, engaging in or witnessing significant
community, and reflection, it was interesting to note they could also be collapsed into the
same larger categories of experience and meaning making. Since numerous examples
were already given above, none will be included here. However, being related to those
who differed and participating in or observing the various manifestations of community
that formed throughout the summer constituted experiences that the participants singled
out as transformative. Reflecting on those experiences and seeking to make meaning
from them was the third influence that seemed so beneficial. Again, the two
interconnected threads of experience and making meaning from experience wove their
way throughout not only the changes in how participants came to understand their
spirituality but also in the means through which those changes occurred.
Experience and Meaning Making in the Literature Review
The significance of this cyclical process of engaging the world experientially and
then seeking to make sense of that experience was mentioned before, both in the findings
and throughout the literature review. However, because it was such a foundational
concept in this project, not to mention in the fields of spirituality and service learning,
references to each discipline will briefly be revisited here. Beginning with spirituality,
Mayhew (2004) also noted that the themes which arose from the perceptions of
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spirituality the participants in his study described, namely “connection and explication”
(p. 665) could ultimately be grouped into two categories synonymous with experience
and meaning making. Based on the findings from his project he wrote,
Spirituality helps human beings make sense of themselves by understanding the
self as a self that is ‘in connection’ to and with the external world: connection
with time (e.g., seasons, local moments), connection with environment (e.g.,
universe, nature), and connection with other (e.g., humanity, community,
personal). Spirituality also helps humans explain their purpose: the recognition of
the self’s need for connectedness with the external world (e.g., time, environment,
other), how the self internally (e.g., reflection, prayer) or externally (e.g., reading,
working) expresses this need, and how the self meets this need (e.g., love
relationship, community relationship, humanity relationship). (p. 666)
Similarly, the longitudinal research project conducted through the Higher
Education Research Institute at The University of California, Los Angeles reflected
similar findings. Entitled, “Cultivating the Spirit: How College Can Enhance Students’
Inner Lives,” the study found that those students who participated in the project were
deeply interested in the connection between the world around them and their own internal
search for identity and value. According to Astin et al. (2011), “Fully four in five students
tell us that they ‘have an interest in spirituality’.…More than eight in ten report that ‘to
find my purpose in life’ is at least a ‘somewhat’ important reason for attending college”
(p. 3).
Moreover, Astin (2004) wrote about the importance of the relationship between
spirituality, experience and meaning when he said, “spirituality has to do with the values
that we hold most dear, our sense of who we are and where we come from, our beliefs
about why we are here – the meaning and purpose that we see in our work and our life –
and our sense of connectedness to each other and to the world around us” (p. 34). Along
the same vein, Chickering (2006) asserted “we are all ‘meaning-making’ creatures. From
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our earliest days we are trying to make sense of our world. The meanings we make – and
remake and remake – provide an ongoing, increasingly complex, and increasingly
solidified context in which we interpret and assimilate new experiences” (p. 131).
Labeling this kind of process as “deep learning” Chickering maintained that this kind of
learning,
Asks that we create and re-create our own personal understandings. It asks that we
apply new information to varied real-life settings and reflect on what those
experiences tell us about the validity of the concepts, the limits of their
applicability, the shortcomings of our own understandings, and our behavioral
shortfalls. It is through engaging in recurrent cycles of such behaviors that we
generate deep learning that lasts. (p. 133)
Finally, as mentioned previously, Groen and Jacob (2006) included a poignant
quote from Dirkx (1997) in their study on spirituality and higher education in which he
was calling for colleges and universities to do a better job of drawing attention to the
connection between experience and meaning-making in the lives of contemporary
students. Asserted Dirkx,
Learning continues to be framed within a technical-rational view of knowledge, in
which we learn instrumentally to adapt to the demands of our outer environment.
Bubbling just beneath this technical-rational surface is a continual search for
meaning, a need to make sense of the changes and the empty spaces we perceive
both within ourselves and our world. (as cited in Groen & Jacob, 2006, p. 79)
Shifting now to the references between experience and meaning in the service
learning literature, this connection provided the foundation on which the core principles
of service learning have been constructed. As was also referenced previously, Harkavy
and Benson (1998) traced this foundation back to Dewey asserting that,
Genuine learning, according to Dewey, only occurs when human beings focus
their attention, energies, and abilities on solving genuine dilemmas and
perplexities – and when they reflect on their experience and, therefore, increase
their capacity for future intelligent thought and action. Intelligence does not
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develop simply as a result of action and experience, it develops as a result of
reflective action and experience. (p. 16)
This belief was also echoed by pioneers of the Progressive Adult Education movement
typified by Lindeman (1961) who wrote, “The resource of highest value in adult
education is the learner’s experience. If education is life, then life is also
education….Experience is the adult learner’s living textbook” (p. 6).
Adherents of contemporary service learning theory have continued to underscore
the inherent relationship between experience in the world and reflecting on that
experience. For example, Ottenritter (2004) explained that “service learning is a form of
experiential education that combines community service with classroom instruction and
focuses on critical reflective thinking as well as on personal and civic responsibility”
(Service Learning, para. 1). Similarly, Eyler and Giles (1999) wrote “service-learning
aims to prepare students who are lifelong learners and participants in the world. It is this
broader conception of learning outcomes that has driven our studies of the impact of
service-learning” (p. 14). Finally, in his project that explored the connections between
service learning, spirituality, and civic engagement, Maruggi (2008) found that each of
the participants in his study were actively engaged in the process of making meaning
from their experiences with those they encountered in their service learning work.
Other Patterns in the Data
Clearly, the broad categories of experience and making meaning from experience
were prevalent not only in the data that emerged from this project but also in the literature
review that laid the foundation for the project. However, several other patterns were
evident in the data, as well. Though they did not fit neatly into one particular theme or
category, these patterns seemed significant enough to warrant a closer look. They include
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a connection between spirituality and storytelling, spirituality in the mundane, spirituality
in unexpected places and spirituality as intuition.
Spirituality and Storytelling
Beginning with the former, it was interesting how many times participants
responded with a story when asked about their spirituality. Alane told a story about
learning how to use a saw with a volunteer. Swen told a story about unloading garbage.
Doug told a story about painting a homeowner’s trailer blue and white. Chris told a story
about the size of the steps on Miss Jessie’s deck. Wilson told a story about a girl in his
work crew getting a nail stuck in her foot. Billy told a story about taking a picture of
stained glass on a Hinton client’s door. The examples went on and on and ran throughout
each of the seven themes. What was it about this connection between spirituality and
telling stories?
Though no reference to it appeared in the literature review, Wallace (1999) talked
at length about the importance of telling stories and how doing so contributes to spiritual
formation. Wallace began by admitting that storytelling can be overlooked because it is
present anywhere people get together. It is so commonplace in human interaction that it
often goes unnoticed. She added that storytelling can be obscured for another reason in
the modern world, as well, since it does not routinely resemble “the objective rationality
of science. Telling tales doesn't seem to count for much in comparison with counting and
calculus and astrophysics, much less the prowess and the promise of industrial revolution
spun out into internets and the information age “(Storytelling and Abstract Thinking,
para. 1). However, Wallace argued that stories provide a fundamental identity to people
that is becoming increasingly harder to find. She contended,
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We belong to the stories that hold us, which are the stories we hear from or with
the people who matter to us the most. We belong to the stories told at our own
kitchen tables or on route to the orthodontist with our kids or over coffee on
Central Street. We belong to stories told at wakes and at weddings and at
picnics…..we belong to the stories told at church, whether in worship or
afterwards or even later on the phone later in the day, trying to schedule a
meeting. (Storytelling and Abstract Thinking, para. 5)
Though storytelling may have historically taken a backseat to more rational forms
of discourse, Wallace (1999) maintained that there has been a recent resurgence of
interest in storytelling. Though she offered several reasons for this trend, one was
particularly interesting with regards to this project with the Hinton participants. This
reason, Wallace explained, was that in addition to providing a sense of identity, stories
also help persons make sense of their experience in an increasingly complicated,
ambiguous and confusing world that clamors with constant stimulus, noise and activity.
Added Wallace, stories provide a much needed framework or structure that individuals
impose onto the complexity and randomness of their lives. As she put it,
Stories have beginnings, middles, and ends. Life doesn’t. Life starts some day
before you remember and flows past day after day after day….Scene after scene
muddles past, exactly like those days all of us know all too well in which we feel
both terribly busy and terribly unproductive…,It is an effort, a rich but weary
effort, to make coherent sense of our own lives. And we know it is an effort,
because we are doing it all the time, week after week, day after day: we work to
make sense of our lives, no matter how much revision is demanded by our own
creative and moral and aesthetic commitments, no matter how many cups of
coffee we drink with sympathetic friends….Life itself is anything but simple and
straightforward. And yet most of us do remarkably well at telling stories about our
own lives. Most of us, most of the time, can organize that uproar and muddlement
into reasonably coherent stories….making sense of our lives is crucial to our
happiness and to our humanity. (How Stories Change the World, para. 2)
Telling stories, said Wallace, is another way that human beings, including the Hinton
participants in this project, seek to make sense of their lives. Stories represented another
fundamental manifestation of the relationship between outward experience and inward
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meaning-making. As many of the researchers and theorists included in the literature
review for this project have done (Astin et al., 2011; Chickering, 2006; Maruggi, 2008;
Mayhew, 2004; Tisdell, 2008; Welch & Koth, in press), Wallace (1999) also claimed that
this process is inherently spiritual.
One final point from Wallace’s (1999) article was also worth noting in light of the
findings from this project, since it struck a familiar chord not only with the literature on
spirituality but with the theory underlying contemporary service learning, as well.
Wallace asserted that in addition to fostering identity and meaning making within the
lives of those who tell them and hear them, stories also engage people in the world
beyond themselves. Wrote Wallace,
It is in telling such stories about our own lives that we discover what our lives
mean, what our values are, what differences our virtues make, and how we are
connected to the past and to the community in vital ways. And it is in sharing our
stories that we grow in the virtues that provide whatever we know of honor and
serenity and hope, because the virtues are sustained and transmitted and taught
through storytelling and not by means of abstract, systematic argument. The
world becomes a kinder place when you tell three other people about someone's
kindness to you. The world becomes a more honorable place when you tell them
about honest decisions you made or saw someone make. The world becomes a
more courageous and cheerful place when you recount your troubles and how you
nonetheless survived with your sense of humor intact. In short, stories change the
world. (How Stories Change the World, para. 10)
Spirituality and the Mundane
In addition to a pattern that was evident in the findings from this project regarding
spirituality and storytelling, a second pattern also emerged that seemed to echo the
connection between both spirituality and experience and spirituality and storytelling. For
the Hinton participants, spirituality seemed to be encountered more in the routine, daily,
mundane parts of their lives during their summer at Hinton. In looking at the pictures
they took and the stories they told about them, spirituality was most often tied to things
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like port-a-johns, chicken coops, garbage dumps, suckers and bagged lunches, rocking
chairs, angles cut with a skill saw, road signs or a child’s birthday party. Although this
point has been made previously, it was noteworthy that spirituality for the Hinton
participants did not seem to be as connected to traditionally religious things, such as
crosses, Bibles, or to traditional worship experiences like the chapel services that were
held each week for Hinton staff and volunteers.
In general, this pattern seemed in line with findings from several of the studies
mentioned in the literature review which suggested that contemporary college and
university students are increasingly identifying themselves as spiritual rather than as
religious (Astin et al., 2011; Chickering, 2006; Dalton, 2006; Stamm, 2006a, 2006b;
Welch & Koth, in press). Though not explicit in the findings from these studies, it could
be inferred that in making this distinction, today’s students are looking to their daily lives
as the context for meaning and purpose rather than to religious services that happen on
certain days and at certain times.
More specifically, this pattern of finding spirituality in the commonness of
everyday life was reflected in one of the themes that Mayhew (2004) identified from his
study that has been mentioned several times before. His theme of “pervasiveness”
signified that participants in his study found spirituality not in particular objects but in
everything in existence (p. 661). Mayhew exemplified this theme with a quote from one
of his participants who took a picture of a blade of grass, reflecting that, “I guess I took
this picture because it might not have mattered what I took a picture of. The essence of
spirituality is that the spiritual can be seen in all things” (p. 661). Finally, though not
mentioned in the literature, Tisdell (2008) eloquently spoke to the connection between
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spirituality and the mundane when she wrote that, “life is full of ups and downs.
Sometimes it’s rather ordinary, at other times chaotic. Spirituality helps us see the
extraordinary in the ordinary business of life, and spiritual experiences can create a new
order out of chaos, or jazz out of discord” (p. 30).
Spirituality and Surprise
A third pattern that was evident in the seven themes that surfaced from the Hinton
participants’ understanding of their spirituality was the fact that many of the encounters
they had with spirituality seemed to take them by surprise. For instance, Swen singled out
his experience with taking the group of kids to empty a truck full of garbage at the dump.
Thinking he would have to make them go with him, he was surprised to realize how
much fun they had together. He noted, “It is in this action of…the most unliked job you
can probably pick at a Hinton site – throwing away garbage. But these kids found great
joy in doing it. That was really neat”. Similarly, Chris’s experience with Taylor, the
difficult girl in one of her work crews, also turned out in an unexpected way. Chris
assigned her the job of painting rocking chairs mainly to get her out of the group’s way.
Much to her surprise, however, “Unlike everything we tried to do…[Taylor]…stayed
with it and stayed on task and did everything the best she could until she was done. I
thought that was just great”.
Perhaps Alane noticed that she found spirituality in unexpected places more
frequently than did anyone else. In reflecting on her experience with the homeowner who
wanted to give Alane something to thank her for her visit in spite of the fact that the
homeowner had very little materially to give, Alane commented, “And so I think about
how much they offer us, whether it is watermelon on a hot day, or kool-aid, or whatever,
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or whether it is a story….The art of giving and receiving and finding things in unexpected
places”. So, too, was Alane’s realization that there was so much beauty to be found in the
midst of the steamy, smelly mulch pit. She remarked, “And I looked out and I thought, of
course, the prettiest view in the entire county is from the mulch pit”. Alane continued, “I
think that kind of sums up our jobs a lot. Things that we look at, the homes we work on
are not very pleasant, some of the work is not very pleasant, but in the midst of all this, in
places where people would think, ‘I don’t want to be here’, you see some of the coolest
stuff”. Finally, after her encounter with the port-a-john and the pile of dog excrement at a
worksite, Alane remarked, “In the midst of all this chaos, some of the coolest stuff
happens. It’s the way that I feel God shows up in unexpected places”.
It was admittedly challenging to find any references in the literature regarding the
relationship between spirituality and surprise. However, Tisdell (2006) mentioned it
briefly when she asserted that “spiritual encounter happens by surprise” (p. 20). The
Hinton participants would no doubt agree.
Spirituality and Intuition
Finally, a fourth noticeable pattern that presented itself within the seven themes
that illustrated the Hinton participants’ understanding of their spirituality was the role that
intuition seemed to play in enabling the participants to know that something was spiritual
in the first place. Several instances occurred when a Hinton participant indicated they
perceived that a particular experience was significant and meaningful but did not know
why or how they knew it to be the case. For example, as James was reflecting on several
of his spiritual experiences throughout his summer at Hinton he said, “You could say it
was something external, an external spiritual force that was just like, this is a special

138

moment where I was tapping into something that was already there, but it was a very
emotional experience and something I just knew”. Similarly, Wilson remembered how
his experiences as a high school student coming to the Hinton Center as a volunteer with
his church youth group impacted his decision to come back to work at Hinton as a
summer staffer. Wilson mused, “That…time that I spent at Hinton with my youth group
had such an impact on me, but I really didn’t know it until I was away from it for a while.
Then I had just started college and started thinking, you know, I am really feeling like I
need to be back there and I am not really sure why”. Moreover, Chris talked about the
road signs in one of the pictures she took that she associated with her spirituality. She
said, “It reminded me how at a lot of points in your life you come to a crossroad. You
don’t necessarily know a lot about these places that you could be going, but you have to
make a decision. And what you use to make a decision, a lot of times, ends up falling
back on what you think about spirituality”. Finally, Billy talked about the picture he took
towards the end of the summer of a home owner’s front stoop, feeling it was spiritual for
him but not knowing why. Billy commented,
And, I think the way I can describe the change over the summer is that I took the
picture and thought of it as being spiritual and I cannot explain why. You know,
the other pictures I can look at and say, oh that is spiritual because it helps me
connect to God in this way. But I look at that picture, and you would ask me why
that is spiritual, and I cannot tell you. I just feel. It is beautiful, and I don’t know
why”.
This connection between spirituality and intuition appeared in the literature on
spirituality and adult learning. For instance, Astin (2004) wrote about it by saying,
Spirituality points to our interiors…our subjective life, as contrasted to the
objective domain of observable behavior and material objects that you can point
to and measure directly. In other words, the spiritual domain has to do with
human consciousness – what we experience privately in our subjective awareness.
Second, spirituality involves our qualitative or affective experiences at least as
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much as it does our reasoning or logic. More specifically, spirituality has to do
with the values that we hold most dear, our sense of who we are and where we
come from, our beliefs about why we are here – the meaning and purpose that we
see in our work and our life – and our sense of connectedness to each other and to
the world around us. Spirituality can also have to do with aspects of our
experience that are not easy to define or talk about, such things as intuition,
inspiration, the mysterious, and the mystical. Within this broad umbrella, virtually
everyone qualifies as a spiritual being. (p. 34)
Moreover, from the Hinton participants above, it appeared that intuition was involved not
only from a cognitive perspective (e.g., “something I just knew”, “you have to make a
decision”) but also from an emotional one, as well. James referred to “a very emotional
experience”. Wilson said that he “was really feeling like…” Billy reflected that “I just
feel”. This emphasis on emotion was also noted in the literature review with regards to its
connection to both spirituality and service learning and was worth mentioning briefly
again here. Astin (2004) referred to by asserting that spirituality “involves our qualitative
or affective experiences at least as much as it does our reasoning or logic” (p. 34).
Similarly, Tisdell (2003) stated that spirituality entails an integration of all the
components that contribute to adult development and formation – physical, cognitive and
emotional. Furthermore, Eyler and Giles (1999) pointed to service learning as a crucible
for the maturation of adult learners as they develop and integrate their emotional,
cognitive and ethical lives. Daloz et al. (1996) also underscored the growing field of
emotional development, noting that “the ways in which the education of the emotions
goes hand in hand with education for character, for moral development, and for
citizenship” (p. 192). Moreover, You and Rud (2010) also maintained that emotions play
a crucial role in service learning. They explained that as adult learners engage in service
learning, “emotional reactions such as frustration, confusion, anger, concern, and sadness
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are likely to be aroused, which disrupt habitual ways of thinking and feeling and project
new impulses and desires for investigation and deliberation” (p. 41).
Also, though Goleman’s (1994) bestselling book, Emotional Intelligence was not
included in the literature review and is beyond the scope of this project, it was alluded to
in the references above that highlighted the increasing interest in emotional factors in
influences such as intuition. In his book, Goleman emphasized the importance of being
aware of both the cognitive and the emotional processes that contribute to how persons
believe they know something. Goleman argued that all too often, persons are not
cognizant of their feelings and can easily equate their emotions with how they understand
their internal identity and their outward reality. He wrote,
Self-awareness – recognizing a feeling as it happens – is the keystone of
emotional intelligence….the ability to monitor feelings from moment to moment
is crucial to psychological insight and self-understanding….People with greater
certainty about their feelings are better pilots of their lives. (p. 43)
It was interesting, in light of the categories that emerged from this project’s findings of
experience and making meaning from them, that what Goleman was arguing for was a
similar process in how individuals need to realize and respond to emotions. Goleman
maintained that being aware of feelings and then reflecting on them to gain insight and
understanding is crucial for emotional intelligence.
Finally, the connection between spirituality and intuition that surfaced from the
Hinton participants was reminiscent of the work of Gardner (2006) in his book, Multiple
Intelligences. Like Goleman, Gardner’s work was not cited in the literature review,
although one of the intelligences that he identified in his book, “intrapersonal
intelligence,” seemed germane to the present discussion (p. 16). Gardner described
intrapersonal intelligence as,
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Knowledge of the internal aspects of a person: access to one’s own feeling life,
one’s range of emotions, the capacity to make discriminations among these
emotions and eventually label them and to draw on them as a means of
understanding and guiding one’s own behavior…intrapersonal intelligence allows
one to understand and work with oneself. (p. 17)
Interestingly enough, Gardner also noted that this kind of intelligence is the most private
or internal and is best observed through more expressive mediums like music, art or
photography. Consequently, it made sense that intuition was a pattern present in the data
from this study, given that much of it was derived through the process of taking pictures.
Service Learning, Spirituality and Transformation
As mentioned above, I was especially interested in the transformations that came
about in the spiritual lives of the Hinton participants’ from engaging in a summer of
service learning. Though changes took place for each of the eight participants, James,
Alane and Swen seemed to manifest these changes in deeper and more significant ways
that particularly reflected the relationship between spirituality, service learning and
transformation. Though their experiences have already been discussed, it was helpful to
take a second look at them and to discuss them in light of the various ways that this
concept of transformational learning appeared throughout the literature review.
To begin with, James, Alane, and Swen each experienced significant
transformation from working with homeowners whose lives, backgrounds and stories
differed greatly from those of their own in terms of the questions that were raised by
those differences. Several quotes from James reflected his transformation. For example,
James wondered, “It’s really messed me up as far as like, what is wealth? How do I
understand my relationship to people who are marginalized? And, how important is
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wealth, and is wealth a positive or negative thing”? At another point in his interview,
James said that,
I’ve learned about people who don’t have much. I’ve learned that…they’re not
worth less because they have less. If anything, they probably understand
something more about the world than I do because I grew up in an upper middle
class family and had everything I could ever want and more.
Finally, in talking about how much the act of reflection helped him sort out his
experiences throughout the summer, James said, “So it forces you to be like, you have
stuff. This person doesn’t. What does that mean? Where is God? Where are you? Where
is that person? Where does everyone fit?”
Similarly, Alane talked about her experience with her work crew at a
homeowner’s house where they decided to build the homeowner a shed, only to come
back the next day to find that the homeowner was using the shed as an annex for his
chicken coop. In looking back on this experience, Alane commented, “It made me
question then, do we ask people what they need or do we give them what we think they
need? And, then, what do we owe the volunteers and what do we owe the homeowners?
When do we place one’s need above the other”? Alane also remembered her experiences
with other homeowners who wanted to give her something to thank her for visiting.
Alane commented,
A lot of these homeowners that I encounter are what the world considers well
below the poverty line and yet they wanted to be able to offer me something in
return, and so learning how to be able to receive graciously, which is hard at
times, because I think of myself…I am better off financially than you are and
yet, being able to receive. It is really important for me to learn.
Along the same vein, Swen recalled the transformation he experienced over the
summer saying, “I thought I was happy. I had no idea about it. Now I realize working for
homeowners, working with people in desperate situations, building relationships with
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them…has been the biggest spiritual thing for me”. After going to the birthday party for a
child who befriended him from a family on whose house he had worked for most of the
summer, Swen remarked, “They had a home because of partly my efforts….to see them
interact with their friends and their community, their neighbors…was tremendous for me.
I was just glad to be a part of something so amazing”.
James, Alane and Swen also reported transformations in terms of potential
vocation and of how they foresaw figuring out how they wanted to live their lives. Said
James,
It has just changed the way that I think about myself. It’s changed what I want,
you know. There is always, there is always this battle like, I am a smart guy. I
could be a businessman in four years be making $300,000 a year. Or I could be
a pastor and be a servant of everyone and I would be lucky to be making
$40,000 a year. I will be lucky to have benefits. But, where is joy and where
is love and where is service and what matters? And it has helped me deal with that
but it is still there.
Similarly, as a result of her summer of service learning at Hinton, Alane decided that
instead of completing a Masters of Divinity degree, she would become a social worker
and continue doing work similar to that in which she was involved at Hinton. After her
humorous experience with the port-a-john and the dog excrement on a worksite, she
found herself laughing and thinking to herself, “If I was in a parish setting right now, I
would be sitting in a meeting probably listening to a story of how we should buy
something or how the carpet needs to be red or whatever. And I thought, this is so much
better”. Also, though Swen did not talk specifically in terms of the possibility of changing
professions, he did speak of fundamentally changing how he would live his life in
general. He explained, “I am finally able to relax a little and just enjoy the present and
my life. It is huge….You can’t let go of the past…[or]…the future, but being and living
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in the present is where life is. That is where experience is and that is where spirituality
is”.
As was evident, James, Alane, and Swen reflected transformations typical of
those who engage in service learning, such as questioning their understanding of
themselves in relation to the tremendous inequalities of the larger world, realizing that
they have just as much to learn and receive from those who are on the so-called receiving
end of the service, questioning their vocation and how they planned to remain engaged in
the world around them. However, as Swen alluded to in the quote above, it was important
to remember that they also came to see those experiences and the inherent questions and
issues those experiences raised for them as spiritual, which also constituted a significant
transformation. James exemplified this kind of change when he said,
You are formed – but not like in the ‘Kum Ba Ya Jesus’ way – but formed in the,
this sucks, I don’t want to do it, I am sweating, the sun is beating down on me, but
I am going to do this joyously because I am sharing something bigger…kind of
way. I am sharing love, I am sharing grace, I am sharing mercy, I am sharing
quality of life that I have as a 22 year old with someone who is 75 and whose legs
are swollen.
Connecting Experiences to the Literature on Transformational Learning
Given that the experiences above were examples that particularly illustrated the
significant transformations that took place in the lives of some of the Hinton participants,
how did those experiences reflect what the theorists in the literature review had to say
about transformational learning in adult students? To begin with, these changes came
about from James, Alane and Swen actively engaging complex issues in the real world
and not sitting in a desk in a comfortable college classroom. They learned from their own
experience, trusted in it as authoritative and reflected on it in an effort to understand it
better. Dewey (1938), as well as proponents of the Progressive Adult Education
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movement that developed from his philosophy, contended that this was the best way to
learn and to be transformed. Also, as James, Alane and Swen engaged the real world
around them, they encountered what Mezirow (1991) referred to as “disorienting
dilemmas” that caused them to question their assumptions and beliefs about themselves,
the homeowners with whom they worked and the relationship between the two (p. 196).
As a result, a shift occurred in the meaning they came to make from those experiences.
Moreover, as Freire (1970) emphasized, transformation came about as a result of James,
Alane and Swen being forced to wrestle directly with systemic issues of power and
inequality and how they manifested themselves in the lives of the homeowners. It would
be safe to say that the kind of learning in which they were engaged over the summer was
what Freire would have referred to as “problem-posing education”, learning that unsettled
rather than assuaged James, Alane and Swen in terms of their understanding of and vision
for the world around them (p. 64).
Like the theorists mentioned above, Groen and Jacob (2006) also contended that
transformational learning occurs when adult learners such as James, Alane, and Swen are
confronted with information or experience that runs counter to previously held
perceptions and understandings. From their research, they identified four conditions that
seemed especially conducive for such change to take place. These included the following:
A need in terms of a crisis or a chronically unresolved issue that causes direct
stress to one degree or another; an openness on the part of students to new
experiences or ideas; course material that resonates with the students in the sense
of their finding it useful for the transformative learning they seek; and, a
supportive yet charged learning environment. (p. 85)
It was interesting to realize that these four conditions were by and large in place during
the summer at the Hinton Center. Though James, Alane, and Swen might not have felt
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they faced a crisis in the work they did, they certainly experienced stress because of the
systemic issues they faced. They were certainly open to their experience and to the
questions and the ideas it raised. As mentioned previously, the weekly discussion and
reflection meetings in which they participated helped them lean into their learning
process, and “supportive yet charged” seemed to aptly describe the Hinton environment
(p. 85).
Furthermore, Tisdell (2003) asserted that one of the best ways to foster
transformational learning among adult students is to have them enter into relationships
with persons who are different from themselves. She referred to this process as “crossing
cultural borders” and would have commended James, Alane and Swen for doing so (p.
189). She would not have been surprised that, as a result of those connections with the
Hinton homeowners, the three participants came to claim a more authentic understanding
of themselves and a clearer vision of where they wanted to go with their lives. Like
Groen and Jacob (2006), Tisdell (2003) believed that certain components within a
learning environment helped foster transformational learning, several of which were
present within the context of summer at the Hinton Center. One component was paying
attention to spiritual and cultural authenticity which the participants did throughout the
summer, especially in the weekly reflection meetings. A second component was a context
that enables the “exploration of the cognitive (through readings and discussion of ideas),
the affective and relational (through connection with other people and connection of ideas
to life experiences)…[and]…the symbolic (through art forms such as poetry, visual art,
music, drama)” (p. 212). Again, James, Alane, and Swen were actively engaged
cognitively, affectively and relationally through the discussion and reflection gatherings
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and through their connections to their colleagues, the homeowners and the volunteers.
They were also involved symbolically through their photography for this project. A third
component noted by Tisdell (2003) was “a recognition of the limitations of the higher
education classroom, and that transformation is an ongoing process that takes time” (p.
212). Quite obviously, the classroom for James, Alane, and Swen was not a typical one
for higher education, and each of them made reference to unanswered questions and to
things they were still learning.
Like Tisdell (2003), the framework put forth by Chavez et al. (2003) for how
adult learners come to recognize and value persons who are different than themselves
underscored the researchers’ belief in the importance of this process for transformational
learning. They maintained that adults eventually move from a place of unawareness
regarding groups of people whom they would perceive as “other” to a place in which they
come to validate and incorporate those groups into their worldview. Chavez et al. also
argued that this process involves “cognitive…emotional…and behavioral components”
(p. 458). Though it cannot be determined how conscious James, Alane and Swen were of
persons like the Hinton homeowners at the beginning of the summer, it was clear that the
three participants had certainly come to validate and incorporate them into their
understanding of the larger world by the end of it. Also evident from the quotes included
above, thinking, feeling and acting were each entailed in this process of relationship
building.
Furthermore, Dalton (2006) underscored the importance of helping enable adult
learners develop self-reflective and critical thinking skills that would increase their ability
to make sense of the complexity that they encounter within the world around them and
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within their own lives, as well. He wrote that although college is a time for academic
exploration it is also “a time of inward spiritual journey in which students expect a
personal transformation into something new and more complete. If we miss this reality
(and we often do), we fail to understand what truly matters most to them” (p. 154).
Referring to this kind of transformational learning as “deep learning”, Chickering (2006)
like so many of the other theorists cited previously, believed that this happens as students
grapple with the real world and reflect on how those experiences in it challenge their
assumptions and stereotypes (p. 132). From their experiences described above, it
appeared that James, Alane and Swen did just that.
Analyzing the Researcher’s Reflexive Journal
As mentioned previously, an important step in the data analysis process was to
analyze the reflexive journal that I kept throughout the entire project, beginning with the
subjectivities statement that was included in chapter two. This was done in the three
following phases: looking back at the subjectivities statement to see how my own
prejudices and assumptions might have colored the findings from this project; analyzing
the journal itself, looking for themes and patterns that emerged from it; and, triangulating
the journal with the interviews and photographs by comparing and contrasting the data
from each. A discussion of each phase was included below.
In my subjectivities statement, I admitted that “I am aware that my natural pattern
is to lean towards the underdog rather than the top dog, towards the marginalized rather
than the mainstream, towards the unconventional rather than the traditional, towards the
communal rather than the corporate”. As I reviewed the context for this project as a
whole, I realized it could be argued that in some ways I had reconstructed this basic

149

tension by choosing the Hinton Center and the work in which its staff and volunteers
were engaged. The participants in this study, as well as the volunteers whom they led and
instructed over the summer, were by and large from the so-called mainstream of society.
They were ‘top dogs’ by comparison to the Hinton clients who, in general, represented
much more of a marginalized demographic. I had never really thought about that until I
was near the end of the data analysis process. However, though this tendency of mine
may have played a role, consciously or unconsciously, in choosing where the project took
place, I was not able to find evidence of that tendency in the project’s findings. This may
have been because I did not interview or interact directly with any of the Hinton clients or
volunteers. My contact was with the participants in the research project. Had that not
have been the case, my inclination might have been to idealize or even romanticize the
clients. In reviewing the transcriptions, I could not find instances where I had indirectly
done this by choosing to include some portions of the interviews in the analysis process
over others, though I could not negate this possibility entirely.
In my subjectivities statement I also included that I had a tendency to view the
world and those in it more systemically than linearly. I was concerned that this tendency
might have manifested itself in the project by me reading more into things that
participants said than were actually there. As I wrote, “where there may be a straight line,
I am likely to draw circles and spirals. Where “A” may really cause “B”, I am likely to
want to tack on contingencies and alternative possibilities. Where many might want to
insert an exclamation point, I am likely to want to replace it with a question mark”. My
fear was that this tendency might cause me to be drawn more naturally to some
participants in the project than to others. In reviewing what I wrote on several occasions
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in my journal, I saw that this was indeed the case. I found myself feeling more affinity
towards some of the participants than I did towards others.
As I explored why this was the case, I realized that I was gravitating more
towards the participants who seemed to be making deeper and more frequent connections
between the various components that comprised their summer experience. The meaning
that these participants seemed to be construing appeared to me to be more complex than
the insights that some of the other participants were drawing. In reading back over the
discussion of the findings from this project, I saw where I tended to focus on these
participants in some instances more than I did others, such as highlighting the
experiences of James and Alane, and Swen earlier in this chapter. Simply labeling some
experiences as more complex or valid than others in my own mind indicated that this
tendency was manifesting itself.
Furthermore, I made the assertion in the subjectivities statement that I was a
constructivist, believing that each of the participants in this study was constructing a
reality that was influenced by the particular context and story out of which he or she
came. However, I went on to admit that some realities were easier for me to accept than
were others, meaning that I might have to work harder, as I wrote in the subjectivities
statement, “to give the born-again Baptist student in my research project as much credit
as the Agnostic one and the dualistic-thinking student as much respect as the one who
embraces ambiguity and paradox”. Knowing this as I conducted the interviews was
tremendously helpful, since I repeatedly caught myself reacting to certain language or
phrases that some of the more theologically conservative participants used. As this
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happened, I made notations in my journal that reminded me to pay closer attention to
these bits of data to avoid skewing or dismissing them.
Finally, I revealed in my subjectivities statement that I knew myself to be an
idealist. Consequently, I feared that my desire for each participant to have meaningful
transformations regarding their spirituality as a result of their summer of service learning
might diminish my ability to objectively analyze the data, especially from those
participants who might not have experienced such changes. Again, knowing this at the
beginning of the analysis process helped me to see and to admit that some participants
seemed to derive more from the summer than did others. Though all participants reported
changes, some appeared to have gained greater insight and understanding as has been
discussed previously. Certainly, however, this was to be expected.
The second phase of the reflexive journal analysis process consisted of analyzing
the journal itself, looking for relevant themes and patterns that developed. Several
seemed important, with one being my overall impressions of the participants themselves.
Though notable differences were certainly evident among them in terms of personality,
background and interests, I was struck by the comments I made in my journal regarding
how similar they were in some ways, as well. For example, all eight seemed to genuinely
care about their jobs at Hinton and to be motivated by a sense of responsibility towards
the clients and the volunteers. Also, all of the project participants seemed to be motivated
to learn from the work in which they were engaged. I noted throughout my journal that I
was constantly surprised and impressed with the comments they made and the insights
they reported through their photographs and what they said about them.
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A second relevant theme that emerged from my journal was how often I noticed
parts of myself in the participants. Like them, I was once a summer staff counselor at a
camp that resembled the Hinton Center. In addition, because of my ongoing interest in
both spirituality and service learning, I have been engaged in work very similar to what
the participants did at Hinton on several occasions. Consequently, I have also been
involved in the process of trying to make sense of how that work has impacted me in
terms of my understanding of myself and the world around me. Moreover, I wrote in my
journal about the informal discussions I had with several of the participants who were
wrestling with issues surrounding vocation and identity. As has been mentioned before,
several of them were grappling with how to deal with their desire to engage the world in
tangible and transformative ways. Several were also dealing with how to make sense of
growing up in religious traditions that often seemed at odds with their own personal
experience. It was helpful for me to realize how much I remembered having such similar
conversations when I was their age and to reflect on how I had dealt with those issues in
my own life since then. From a research perspective, being cognizant of how much I saw
myself in them helped me to stay more objective and to catch myself when I thought I
might be reading too much of my own experience into those of the participants.
A third pattern that I noticed from my journal came mainly from portions of it in
which I had written about my own experiences with working at the Hinton Center during
the previous year. Through my position at Young Harris College as Director of the
Center for Appalachian Studies and Community Engagement, I helped organize several
volunteer and service learning experiences with students at Hinton. Though I did not
work with any of the participants during the summer in which this project took place, my
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memories of working with similar Hinton clients were still very fresh in my mind. Like
the participants in this project, I remembered being so struck by the situations of the
individuals and families with whom I came in contact. I often thought back to my
subjectivities statement in which I wrote,
I am a white, middle-class, American, English-speaking male. While I am keenly
aware, at least to some extent, of the rewards that this has brought me on a variety
of levels, political, socio-economic, social and religious to name only a few, I am
also keenly aware, at least to some extent, of the parallel and negative
consequences this position has had on others at each of those same levels.
Because I have been rewarded, others have been deprived. Because I have been
accepted, others have been rejected. Though I have admittedly enjoyed the
freedom and the ease with which I have operated in my society, I have come to be
troubled by so many of the inherent repercussions that my position brings just the
same. Too many white, middle-class, American, English-speaking males have
been at the root causes of so much of the injustice and pain in the world today.
Like the Hinton participants, I became painfully aware once again of feeling that in some
way my life was connected to those Hinton clients. Also like the project participants, I
wanted to try and make better sense of what that connection was and how it informed the
way I hoped I lived my life, at least on my better days.
Triangulating the Journal with the Mini-Albums and Interviews
Finally, the last patterns that surfaced from my reflexive journal were those that
related more directly to the data from the participants themselves. These patterns were
used as the foundation for the third stage in analyzing the reflexive journal, which was
triangulating it with the mini-albums and the interviews. Though I did not identify all of
the seven themes discussed in chapter four that eventually emerged from the data analysis
process, I did make notes in the journal related to several of them. For instance, the theme
of spirituality through encountering difference was prevalent throughout in the comments
I made. I remarked after each of the eight interviews on the degree to which each
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participant talked about working with the Hinton clients and homeowners, as well as how
this concept appeared in their photographs. This seemed to me to be by far the most
meaningful component of their summer. I also made frequent journal entries that focused
on the participants’ perceptions of finding spirituality through community. I noticed this
among the participants themselves. They seemed to have grown close to one another and
to have genuinely enjoyed working with each other. Similarly, I noted how much they
spoke of being a part of other communities throughout the summer, such as the
community they felt with each of their work crews and with the clients and homeowners
with whom they worked. Their pictures certainly backed this up, as well.
Furthermore, I made multiple references in the journal concerning how much I
noticed the theme of spirituality through nature in the participants’ photographs and how
much they talked about nature in their interviews. Finally, I also made reference in the
journal numerous times to noticing how often I heard the participants talk about their
spirituality in terms of having encounters with that which helped them gain a deeper
understanding of their identity as well as a clearer understanding of how they wanted to
live their life. Though I was not able to ascribe a label to those references as I made them
in the journal, the theme of spirituality as existential connection later emerged from the
pictures and the participants’ comments about them through the process of data analysis.
The three remaining themes that later became crystalized through analyzing the data from
the pictures and the interviews, spirituality through the creative process, spirituality
through the act of learning or teaching and spirituality as consciousness, were not
identified overtly in my journal, though in hindsight I saw subtle evidence of them in
some of the entries I made and in some of the questions I asked myself.
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As was discussed in chapter four, the Hinton participants pointed to the three
main influences of engaging in significant community, encountering difference and
reflecting on their experiences that they felt most enabled the transformations that came
about in how they understood their spirituality. All three of these aspects ran throughout
my reflexive journal, as well. The first two, community and difference, also constituted
two of the themes that emerged from each of the three sources of data, which were the
photographs, interviews and the journal as discussed above. The third influence,
reflecting, was also mentioned throughout the journal, as well. I noted after each of the
weekly discussion sessions that I attended with the participants how impressed I was with
their conversations. Though some of the participants shared more openly in those
sessions than did others, it appeared to me that all were taking the discussions seriously.
Since the photographs that the participants took throughout the summer were also used in
the weekly sessions, I noted several times throughout the journal that it appeared their
pictures were also useful in generating intentional reflection. This was corroborated in
several of the interviews.
Finally, though the relationships between spirituality and storytelling, spirituality
in the mundane, spirituality and surprise, and spirituality and intuition did not emerge as
overt themes from the participants’ photographs or from the interviews, they did appear
as patterns that were more subtly noticeable in the data. These four relationships were
discussed previously in this chapter but were worth mentioning again in regards to the
reflexive journal. Though I found no reference in the journal to a connection between
spirituality and intuition or spirituality and surprise until almost the end of the data
analysis process, I did notice several notations I had made very early on about a link
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between spirituality and storytelling and encountering spirituality through the mundane. I
first noticed the former in the weekly discussions sessions, noting how often participants
told stories as a way to illustrate significant experiences that they wanted to share. This
pattern also continued throughout the interviews, as I often remarked in the journal.
Finally, the relationship between spirituality and the mundane was most noticeable
initially in the photographs that the participants took, as I mentioned several times in the
journal, though I also saw it in the interview transcripts, as well.
Differences Between the Literature Review and the Project’s Findings
From the references to transformational learning theory, as well as from other
citations regarding service learning, spirituality and adult learning, it was evident that the
findings from this project echoed many of the voices of theorists and researchers
contained in the literature review. However, several instances occurred where the
findings did not coincide. For example, a strong thread ran throughout Dewey’s writings
and those that came out of the Progressive Adult Education movement which followed
that “the function of education was not merely to prepare learners for fitting into the
existing society, but also to educate persons who would be interested in changing
society” (as cited in Elias & Merriam, 2005, p. 72). Freire (1970) also strongly embraced
this understanding that education…is never neutral: it either domesticates by imparting
the values of the dominant group, so that learners assume things are right the way they
are, or it liberates, allowing people to reflect critically on their world and take action to
move society toward a more equitable and just vision” (as cited in Merriam & Caffarella,
1999, p. 324). This same contention was voiced by numerous contemporary adherents of
service learning, as well (Bringle & Steinberg, 2010; Butin, 2003; D’Agostino, 2010;
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Denson et al., 2005; Maruggi, 2008; Ostrow, 2004; Ottenritter, 2004; Saltmarsh, 2005). It
certainly seemed like the Hinton participants in the project became much more aware of
the tremendous inequalities that existed within the confines of their world through their
work with the homeowners. Also, as it has been discussed, several of the participants
were seriously contemplating career paths that would enable them to continue being
engaged in similar kinds of work. However, it was not clear to what extent the
participants were moved to begin working for significant social change. Being conscious
of the need for social change and working to help those most in need of it are not always
one in the same. In fairness, however, the scope of the interview in which each
participant engaged at the end of the summer did not specifically probe for this kind of
information.
Also, several theorists in the literature review underscored the importance of
being aware of the various components of adult development in the learning process,
including cognitive, affective, ethical, psychosocial, identity and career, and stressed the
heightened significance of the cognitive (Eyler & Giles, 1999; McEwen, 1996; Perry,
1999; Smith, 2008; You & Rud, 2010). Evidence for some of these components,
specifically affective, identity and career, was found in the participants’ experiences
during their summer and has been addressed elsewhere in this chapter and in chapter
four. However, though the participants certainly reflected changes and growth in the
ways they came to think about and reflect on their experiences, it was difficult to
ascertain how much growth had taken place and whether or not it took place sequentially
as theorists such as Erikson (1968), Kegan (1994), McEwen (1996), Perry (1999), Smith
(2008), Sokol, 2009, and Welch and Koth (in press) indicate. Again, though, the
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interviews conducted with the participants did not specifically explore this kind of
development.
Furthermore, reference was made in the literature review to several theorists who
pointed out the potential risks associated with engaging in service learning (Butin, 2005;
Eyler & Giles, 1999; Morton, 1996). Warned Butin (2005),
Service-learning is dangerous for higher education students and faculty. And that
is a good thing. For service-learning has the potential to be a dynamic pedagogy
in classrooms and communities. It has the potential to be a powerful theoretical
orientation for the visions and missions of higher education. But in order for it to
succeed, it has to be dangerous…because it makes us confront the limits and
possibilities of teaching for social justice; it makes us confront the limits and
possibilities of who we are and want to be as students and faculty in higher
education. (p. 5)
Obviously, no college or university faculty members were involved in this project. Ms.
Buckner, who was the Director of Volunteer Services at the Hinton Center and who
facilitated the weekly meeting for reflection and discussion, was interested in fostering
open exploration and was not at risk for losing her job or her position at the Hinton
Center for doing so. Also, it could not be determined from the pictures the participants
took nor from the comments they made about them in the interviews whether or not the
changes they experienced upset or threatened the families out of which they came. That
would have been an interesting question to have asked.
Finally, the findings from three longitudinal studies were also reported and
discussed in the literature review. Two of the studies were primarily geared towards
exploring the long-term effects that engaging in service learning had on community
involvement and political action for a large group of adult students (D’Agostino, 2010;
Denson, et al., 2005). The third study focused on examining the attitudes and beliefs of
college students on spirituality and higher education’s role in providing opportunities to
159

explore it (Astin et al., 2011). Although links between these three studies were made to
the findings from this project with the Hinton participants, it should be noted again that
longitudinal comparisons could not be made due to the ten-week timespan of this Hinton
project.
Deviations in the Analysis Process
The discussion above regarding the analysis of my reflexive journal and its
triangulation with the photographs taken by the participants and their comments about
them in the interviews was one method outlined in chapter two as a means for helping to
ensure the sound analysis of the data and to strengthen the credibility of the findings
which came from them (Creswell, 1998). The subjectivities statement that was a
foundational part of the journal was also highlighted as a second method for improving
the project’s academic rigor and trustworthiness (Moustakas, 1994). Two other methods
were also named, constructing an initial analysis of each interview as they were
completed (Tisdell, 2000) and conducting member checks with each interviewee to help
safeguard the accuracy of the interview transcripts (Creswell, 1998). As described in
chapter two, each of these methods was to be conducted within an overall process of
inductive analysis, whereby data collection would move progressively from individual
bits of data to groups of data, to themes from the data and finally to overarching
categories that encapsulated the data. It was pointed out that this process would likely
resemble more of a spiral shape rather than a straight line (Bhattacharya, 2007). The
Mayhew (2004) study was given as an example of the analysis process that was to unfold
in this project.
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With a few minor exceptions, the actual data analysis process that was used in this
project followed the steps outlined above and included each of the methods mentioned, as
well. One small change, however, was that the initial analysis of the interviews was done
over the course of several days after the interviews were completed. I had thought that the
interviews would be scheduled over several days, allowing me more time to construct an
individual analysis after each interview was conducted. Because of scheduling changes at
the Hinton Center regarding additional volunteer groups that were added during the final
week of the summer, as well as the schedules of several of the participants, all of the
interviews were conducted over the course of only two days. There was a short amount of
time, though, between each interview (often 10-15 minutes) that allowed me to make
cursory notes.
The second minor deviation from the plan for data analysis that was spelled out in
chapter two was that I was not able to attend all of the weekly discussion and reflection
meetings. Although they were originally scheduled to occur at the same day and time
each week, it quickly became evident that schedule changes often had to be made due to
emergencies that arose with volunteers, with weather complications that altered the times
the participants could be with their work crews at their sites and complications with my
schedule during the course of the summer, as well. However, I was able to attend the
majority of the meetings and dialogued with Ms. Buckner about the content of the
meetings that I was not able to attend.
Returning to the Research Questions
In light of the preceding analysis and discussion of the findings from this project,
it was appropriate to return to the research questions that guided and shaped it in the first

161

place. As was stated in chapter 1, the primary focus of this project was to explore the
experiences of a small group of adult students who participated in service learning
throughout the course of a summer. More specifically, the transformations in how these
students came to understand their own sense of spirituality that may have come about as a
result of their service work was of particular interest. For example, did engaging in
service learning change how a student defined or understood spirituality? Did
participation lead to changes in assumptions or belief systems? Did service learning
change how a student made sense of himself or herself, the world around them, and the
connection between the two? To what did the students attribute these transformations?
Since these research questions were addressed and answered in detail both in this chapter
and in chapter 4, each of the questions are only briefly revisited here. Beginning with the
first question, did engaging in a summer of service learning at the Hinton Center alter
how the eight participants defined or understood their spirituality? It did without
exception. Though some of the participants were able to express it more tangibly and
more clearly than others, each of the eight participants responded affirmatively that their
summer had brought about changes in how they understood their spirituality. These
changes were encapsulated by the seven themes of coming to find spirituality in
relationship and community, through the art of teaching or learning, through the act of
creating, through encountering difference, in nature, by connecting existentially with that
which brought about greater meaning or identity and through being conscious of the
unfolding of one’s life.
Did participating in service learning change these adult learners’ assumptions or
belief systems? Yes, engaging in service learning did change their assumptions and
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beliefs in several ways, with one concerning what the participants assumed was spiritual
in the first place. As was discussed previously, by the end of the summer the participants’
understanding of their spirituality had changed significantly, as well as their beliefs about
the things and the experiences which they found spiritual. Also, in many instances the
assumptions that the participants had about what they, as well as the volunteers and
homeowners with whom they worked, were capable of had changed. Profound changes
also occurred in the assumptions and beliefs that the participants had about those who
were different from themselves, especially the homeowners who came from very
different socioeconomic, cultural and educational backgrounds than did the participants.
Furthermore, changes took place in the participants’ assumptions and beliefs about what
those homeowners wanted and needed from the participants and the volunteers that
worked with them. Finally, substantive changes unfolded in the assumptions the
participants had regarding themselves in terms of what they thought they wanted from
their lives and the vocations they believed they would pursue.
Did service learning change how a student made sense of himself or herself, the
world around them, and the connection between the two? Changes from the participants’
experiences with service learning during the summer were evident with regard to this
question, as well. However, it was more accurate to say that in some ways the service
learning caused the participants to become less clear, less certain about their relationship
to the larger world and to others in it. Though their world was admittedly circumscribed
to a few miles in each direction from the Hinton Center, the participants were still
confronted daily with stark economic, cultural and social inequalities between the
homeowners and themselves. These inequalities often seemed to leave the participants
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with more questions than answers. However, one change that seemed quite clear by the
end of the summer to all eight participants was how important it was for them to be in
relationships with those homeowners. Though the larger questions remained, the
relationships themselves were what seemed to make the most sense to the participants.
The final research question referred to the influences to which the participants
attributed these changes. As was discussed in chapter 4, the participants reported that
three primary components from their summer helped enable these transformations to
occur – being connected with persons who were different from themselves, participating
in or witnessing significant expressions of community and intentionally reflecting on
their experiences throughout the summer. These influences directly coincided with
research findings and theory from the field of service learning as a whole and are
commonly credited with what makes service learning such a transformative method for
teaching and learning.
Limitations of the Project
Though this study was successful in that it sought to explore relationships that
have not commonly been examined between the fields of service learning, spirituality and
transformation in adult learners, several limitations arose from it. First, although since
purposeful sampling could not be used in an attempt to obtain as varied a group of
participants as possible, the eight summer staffers who participated in the study were
fairly homogeneous. They were all white, they all came from what would broadly be
understood as a middle class background, though some alluded to coming from more
affluent backgrounds than others, and they all identified themselves as Christian. It would
have been advantageous if, like the Mayhew (2004) study, the participants would have
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hailed from more diverse backgrounds. Second, as mentioned previously, the timespan
for this project was only 10 weeks. Since service learning research has suggested that
more lasting transformations come about from longer periods of engagement, it would
have been helpful if the project had been able to cover a longer period of time. Relatedly,
it would have been interesting to have interviewed the participants in this project at
several points after their Hinton summer (e.g., one year, five years) to see if the changes
they described had made more longitudinal differences in their perceptions and in the
way they were living their lives.
The third limitation could have actually been seen as both a limitation as well as a
benefit regarding the project. The Hinton Center was obviously not a typical
postsecondary context. Consequently, as was discussed previously, it was not as easy to
link some of the project’s findings back to other research that was included in the
literature review, such as faculty perceptions of spirituality or college students’
frustration that colleges and universities are not doing enough to provide opportunities for
spiritual exploration. At the same time, however, since the Hinton Center was not typical
of settings in many other studies this project underscored the need that additional
research is called for in areas where adult learners are engaged in similar kinds of work
like internships, extended service learning trips, summer placements and study abroad.
Fourth, some of the logistics with photo-elicitation could have been better thought
through and executed. For instance, several of the participants mentioned that at times
during the summer they forgot to take their cell phones (all the participants used their cell
phones to take pictures) with them or they realized they wanted to take a picture of
something but their cell phone battery was dead. In hindsight, the participants could have
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been given journals so that they could have at least written down and described the
pictures they wished they had been able to take. Since photo-elicitation was new to
everyone involved, including this researcher, the picture taking was not always as smooth
or as consistent as it could have been. Finally, it would have been beneficial to record and
transcribe each of the weekly discussion and reflection meetings, especially since I was
not able to attend all of them. Analyzing and triangulating the transcripts from the
meetings would have provided another source of good data.
Implications of the Project
This project sought to explore the transformations that occurred in how a small
group of adult learners came to understand their spirituality as a result of engaging in a
summer of service learning. Consequently, the findings from this project had relevance
for the fields of both service learning and spirituality, as well as implications for how the
two fields may be related. The findings also had implications for those who develop and
implement programs related to service learning and spirituality on college and university
campuses. Beginning with service learning, the findings that emerged from this study
added to the growing body of research that has documented the significant
transformations that can come about for those who engage in it. The participants in this
study experienced substantive changes in how they came to understand themselves and
their relationship to others around them, especially those whose lives manifested the
systemic inequalities with which the participants grappled throughout their summer. The
participants pointed to two fundamental aspects of service learning that helped foster
those changes, experiencing meaningful community, especially with those who differed
from themselves, and intentionally reflecting on what those experiences were like.

166

Similarly, the findings from this project mirrored data from other studies that have
explored the relationship between spirituality and its place in the lives of contemporary
adult students. The participants reported that they had come to understand their
spirituality in terms of connections – their connections to other people, to persons who
are different from themselves, to nature, to the awareness of how their lives were
unfolding and to that which deepened their sense of identity, purpose and meaning. The
participants also discovered that their spirituality could be encountered through creativity,
as well as through the art of teaching or learning. In short, they came to understand their
spirituality as the cyclical process of engaging the world around them and then trying to
make better sense of both themselves and the world as a result of that engagement.
Moreover, they noted that this process typically occurred within the context of their daily
lives, often through what could seem like mundane and commonplace experiences.
Finally, they echoed the voices of participants in other studies mentioned in the literature
review that this process of exploring their relationship to the world and to those within it
in meaningful ways was a process in which they were interested and in which they found
as transformative.
However, though the findings from this project resembled data collected from
other research studies in both the fields of service learning and spirituality, the findings
had real implications for the relationship between the two fields and for postsecondary
practitioners and educators who work within them. As was discussed previously, interest
in service learning and spirituality continues to increase on college and university
campuses, and considerable research has been conducted within each field. However,
relatively little research that has sought to explore the connection between the two fields
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has been undertaken. The findings from this project suggested that a relationship does
exist and that further study would be appropriate. The transformations that took place in
the Hinton participants’ understanding of their spirituality reflected this link. Not only did
the participants experience changes in their spirituality related to how they came to
perceive themselves and their relationship to those around them through participating in
service learning, they came to understand this process as an inherently spiritual one.
Moreover, the primary components for the practice of service learning, engagement with
the world and reflection on that engagement, came to be utilized by the Hinton
participants as primary tools for spiritual growth.
The findings that emerged from this project have implications for those in higher
education who develop and carry out programs in service learning and spirituality, as
well as for faculty members who seek to incorporate service learning or spirituality into
their courses. First, the findings reaffirmed the fact that significant, transformational
learning can occur in settings outside the traditional classroom like the Hinton Center.
Colleges and universities would do well to strengthen and increase opportunities for
experiential learning through offering significant service learning components within
existing courses, alternative context trips during breaks or over the summer and
internships and independent studies that involve real-world elements. Also, these
offerings can serve as opportunities for the students who take advantage of them to reflect
on what they have learned in meaningful ways that increase their understanding of
themselves, those with whom they have come in contact and the relationship between the
two. Second, these findings suggested that programming within departments of religious
life could be expanded in ways which reflect broader definitions of spirituality that could
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be more inclusive of students who might not otherwise participate in them. Spirituality
could be discussed in such terms of meaning-making, experience in daily life,
connection, identity, learning or creativity, rather than in the narrower language of
denomination, doctrine, belief, or creed.
Third, these findings implied that faculty members could find ways to incorporate
discussions of spirituality into their classrooms without the fear of crossing into
‘religious’ territory that might be uncomfortable for themselves or for their students.
Again, spirituality could be defined as nothing more than the process of relating course
material to faculty and students in ways that deepen understanding and connect them to
each other and to the larger world outside the walls of the classroom. By responding to
these implications, colleges and universities would be taking seriously the critiques of
those such as Astin (2004), Astin et al. (2011), Chickering (2006), Dirkx (1997), Tisdell
(2003), and Welch and Koth (in press) who call for higher education to pay greater
attention to the inner life of students. Colleges and universities would also be heeding the
voices of students themselves who believe that higher education is not providing enough
opportunities for them to be engaged in this type of learning (Astin et al., 2011).
Ideas for Future Research
After thinking back over this project as a whole and its relationship with the fields
of spirituality and service learning, several ideas for future research presented
themselves. In reference to the limitation mentioned previously, one idea was to add a
longitudinal component as a follow up to this original study. Interviewing the eight
participants again in several years could yield some illuminating findings related to both
spirituality and service learning. Research questions that could frame or guide the
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exploration might include things like, are the transformations the participants experienced
regarding how they came to understand their spirituality still affecting them? If so, how?
If the participants were to be involved in a similar project of photographing things in their
world that symbolize spirituality for them, what would they take pictures of then? How
would the photographs be similar and/or different to those they took during their summer
at Hinton? Did the service learning in which the participants engaged at Hinton affect
their level of community engagement or political action? If so, in what ways? Have there
been changes in how the participants understand the systemic inequalities they
experienced during that summer and their relationship to it? Does their understanding of
their spirituality inform their response to that inequality? If so, how?
Two other ideas for future research came to mind, as well, both having to do with
the relative lack of research mentioned in chapter four regarding a relationship between
spirituality and teaching or learning and spirituality and creativity. Conducting a follow
up study with the eight participants in conjunction with this project would allow for a
deeper exploration of those potential connections, especially since they were already
alluded to by the participants through their photographs and their comments about them
in the original interviews.
Final Thoughts – A Return to the Beginning
It seemed appropriate to end this dissertation project where it began, which was
with the words of Dewey (1938). He wrote, “I assume that amid all uncertainties there is
one permanent frame of reference: namely, the organic connection between education
and experience” (p. 25). Not only did Dewey’s words spark my original interest in
undertaking this project, they also supported and reassured me throughout each stage of

170

it, as well. Numerous times occurred during the past few years when I did not believe I
would find either the fortitude or the discipline to see this project through to completion.
However, during those times I kept returning to Dewey’s assertion. It reminded me how
much I was learning from my experience with engaging the dissertation process, both
academically and personally, even during the stages of it that proved most challenging.
From an academic standpoint, I learned how satisfying it was to identify and connect the
ideas and theories to which I was exposed in the courses that served as the foundation for
the dissertation, as well as through being a graduate assistant in the Center for the Study
of Higher and Adult Education. I also learned that in spite of (and, perhaps, because of)
my ongoing lover’s quarrel with the institutionalized trappings of higher education, my
voice and my interests had a place squarely within the institution.
On a more personal level I learned that, consciously or unconsciously, this
dissertation served as a hook on which I could hang several fundamental passions that
continue to inform and shape my understanding of myself and my relationship to the
world around me. Like the participants in this study, I continue to be interested in
exploring my own sense of meaning and value. In the process of doing so, I, too, keep
finding myself at those places where my life intersects the larger world and the lives of
those with whom I share it in significant ways. Also on a personal level, this dissertation
project reminded me again and again how strongly I have come to embrace Dewey’s
(1938) contention in my own process of growth and development. Relatedly, this project
also reminded me of how difficult it was at times to lean into that embrace, given some of
the early chapters in the story out of which I come. For that transformation, as well as for
this dissertation process that put it into clearer perspective, I remain profoundly grateful.
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